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For Tammy, who kept asking me to write romance.
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CHAPTER ONE


The ghosts are fighting again.

This wouldn’t be nearly as much of an issue if we weren’t cramped in a storage closet filled to the brim with dusty brooms and rags that smell of something dubiously sweet. But as it stands, my arms are squished against the door, and there’s a flickering grey leg sticking into my head, which feels a lot like being dipped into a bucket of ice. It’s making it remarkably difficult to stare out of the pea-sized keyhole that looks onto a limestone hallway, where two handmaidens draped in cream togas have been congregating for what feels like an eternity.

Trust me, I’m the expert on eternity.

“Beam, a little personal space, please,” I say, resisting the urge to shudder.

The owner of said leg pulls away and floats down to my face. The ethereal glow around her tiny body makes her look more like a floating angel than a petulant five-year-old.

“Sorry, Ryka,” she grumbles. “But Ender won’t let me look outside.”

At the sound of his name, Ender ripples through the ground, carrying a shimmering silver string. “You’re invisible,” he remarks, blowing a curl out of his round glasses. “You can leave this closet whenever you’d like, and no one would see you.”

Beam’s lower lip wobbles dangerously. “You know I can’t leave the line, and there isn’t enough for both of us to go outside. You’re just too busy looking at your stupid little buildings.”

If ghosts could flush, they would look like Ender, his cheeks tinted a darker grey. “They’re not stupid little buildings. Do you know how impressive this city is, given how frequently it’s been destroyed?”

“They all look the same!” Beam argues. “They’re all brown and ugly.”

Ender scoffs. “You wouldn’t understand. Besides, there is enough string for both of us. You’re just scared after our last trip, you big baby.”

“Am not!”

“Stop it!” I hiss. The handmaidens, oblivious to the tantrum unfolding just steps from them, exchange an embrace and part ways. Beam and Ender shut up (a significant victory, considering the circumstances) and I hold a breath deep in my chest as one of the attendants walks by our cloying prison. The silver-blue string that’s wrapped around my hand tightens in warning. We’re running out of time.

“I know,” I mutter to the tugging force, giving it one more second to make sure we’re truly alone before opening the door.

We spill out into the dimly lit corridor. Well, I spill, while the other two glide with undeserved grace.

“I can keep watch,” Ender says anxiously. Hanging between Ender’s hand and mine is one short string, tied at its center to a longer line that runs shimmering all the way down the hallway through the finally abandoned room that we’ve been trying to enter for the past thirty minutes. As we’re studying the length of our timeline, it notably contracts. Message received.

“Beam!” I call, lurching into a light jog towards the chamber. Please be empty, or this will turn into a mess I do not want to have to clean up.

“Right behind you,” Beam says, and there’s a chill on my right calf as she clings to my side. The door swings open, and a gloriously vacant room welcomes us – except it looks like a storm ravaged the insides.

“It’s all tangled up,” Beam exclaims, running her finger along the string at the doorway.

Sure enough, we can see the timeline tangled all over the room: looping over the giant canopy bed piled with clothes, knotted atop the disheveled vanity, with ropes of pearl and trays of facial powder hanging precariously off the edge. One coil dangles over the ornate gold bracelets lying by my feet, right next to a giant copper shield. I track the string until it falls out the open window next to the armoire, which looks out onto the sloping terrace of bricked buildings sitting within a walled city.

“This is worse than Everest’s room,” Beam says, wrinkling her nose as I walk over to the bed and dig through the clothes. “And at least his is an organized mess and he doesn’t let all his telescopes get dusty.”

I scowl, holding up a white chemise and gingerly placing it to the side. A golden button falls out, glinting as it spins briefly before coming to a stop. “Rule number four?”

Beam gapes. “You haven’t followed rule number four in forever!”

“Right, we’re going to reinstate it,” I declare. “No talk of Everest on our trips.”

“But you talk about Everest all the time!” Beam protests. “Stop acting like you’re not friends.”

“We’re temporarily not friends,” I affirm, assessing the color of the pool of string buried beneath the stack of clothes all while reining in my annoyance. “He gave us too little time, again! How often has this happened now? It’s the same old story: I ask him for more and he sends us into another dimension with the equivalent of stale bread for a long quest. But focus on the task at hand. The string is still blue here, let’s check the vanity.”

Beam flits towards the unkempt desk, examining the string there with a knot between her brows. I rush over to join her, searching for where the color turns black: a sign of time rot, of a moment where something has been accidentally swallowed by the timeline. Usually an object, sometimes an unsuspecting person.

I really hope it isn’t the latter.

“We’ve got company,” Ender says, appearing over my shoulder.

I jump, accidentally touching my string-wrapped hand to my chest. The timeline leaves an icy kiss behind. “How long?”

Ender worries his lip. “I saw someone walking this way, a couple corridors down. I’d say we have a few minutes.”

“Astyanassa!” someone calls from outside. Ender flinches so hard he flies right into me, sending a shockwave of cold through my body.

“A few minutes?” I ask Ender, desperately tracking the string. How is there so much of it? This is untangling jewelry on a galactic scale.

Another voice – now much closer – replies something indecipherable in Ancient Greek.

She’s right outside our door. Shit.

“I’m on it,” Ender says.

You don’t have enough time, I want to scream. We all need to remain in contact with the line while we’re here, and the little extra that we were able to bring only stretches as far as the door, having rapidly shortened in the last few minutes alone. I watch, horrified as Ender drops his end and disappears from the room. He has minutes, if that, before this dimension claims him for itself.

“I should have known this would happen,” I mutter, sweat prickling across my back. “Can’t ever count on Everest to do his job properly!”

“Rule number four,” Beam warns, floating towards the window. I gesture at her to join me – no one can hear her, though they’ll hear me – but, naturally, she’s chosen the worst moment to be distracted. I’m fighting the call of unofficial rule number five (never use the string to lasso in stubborn ghosts) and turning inwards to my frankly egregious amount of experience with situations such as this. I kneel to check under the bed, pull out drawers, and open armoire doors. Nothing. Rots work like infections; the goal is to create distance and prevent spread. Which means…

I twirl, searching for stray ends that wander to places we haven’t looked.

A dark brown pot painted with faded human figurines sits on the ground, feet from the bed. A sickly, thin strand of blue tucks around its back and snakes into the narrow mouth.

“Ryka, they’re almost here,” Beam urges.

“I know.” Despite my fluttering nerves, I reach for the end of the string that pours into the aryballos and pull.

“The rot!” Beam cries, her pigtails flopping in the air as a dark, hairball-looking thing emerges from the flask.

Outside, the woman screams. “Ataphoi!”

Ghost.

Our time is up.

Ender darts back in, heaving as though he actually has breaths to haul into his chest. “I manifested in front of her,” he admits. “I may have scared her half to death.”

His body is so translucent he’d disappear in sunlight. Ghosts can appear corporeal but at vast cost to their energy. Ender wobbles in the air, but Beam’s there to lift him up. I loop a piece of healthy string around my finger and press it on the dark cluster of rot. Energy buzzes up my arm. The knot loosens and shimmies before the air unfolds like a piece of paper and a clump of fabric falls to the ground.

“What is that?” Beam asks, examining the cloth. It’s cream colored, with intricate embroidery around a waistband.

“I think it’s a girdle,” I reply, too distracted by the wound of time that flares open, hanging in thin air, that the stolen object had emerged from. Instead of appearing bloody, it’s a dark, mottled black, similar to the rot that spreads through the infected timeline and into the carousel back home. In some ways, what I do now isn’t very different from surgery. After the foreign object (the girdle) is extracted from the timeline, all that’s left is to suture the wound. Biting down on my tongue, I feel for the staticky edges of the gash and pinch it together, weaving the healthy string around my hand through the edges. Once complete, the color of the string lightens, turning more silver, then blue. My shoulders loosen just an inch. We did it.

“What is a girdle?” Beam asks, sticking her nose into the fabric while still holding onto Ender.

“It’s like underwear,” Ender answers and she recoils, leaving him to drop into the ground until he’s only visible from the waist up. “Ow! How do you not know anything?”

Beam’s face twists. “I know things. You’re the one who–”

“As fun as this is, we have to go,” I warn, distracted by a clamor of voices outside the door. Our poor host must have sought help for the ghost, but I have one less-than-sanctioned task remaining. Beam, although studying the underwear, will catch me red-handed from where she floats. I gesture desperately at Ender, looking pointedly between Beam and the window.

“Come on, you slowpoke,” Ender says, comically cross as he holds his arms out. He hates nothing more than having to depend on her, but alas, only ghosts can hold ghosts.

“I am much faster than you,” Beam says, lifting him out of the ground and shooting towards the window. As they bicker, I swipe the shiny button I’d seen on the bed into my pocket. The back of my neck tingles, but it’s only Ender studying me from over Beam’s shoulder. I give him a quick, guilty nod and hurry over to them, the string clutched by Ender and me now noticeably shorter, directing us out of this dimension.

“You know I hate heights,” I grumble at the omnipresent force of time.

The same needling energy from earlier berates me. That’s what you deserve, is how I’d translate it.

The three of us wrap our hands along the same spot of the timeline, which is growing thicker and more taut as it heals. I’m listening anxiously for the door as I climb onto the window because, surely, we’ve cut it too close; surely, this is when it all goes wrong. Ahead, the tops of the buildings glow red under the afternoon sun. People mill about their normal day below; no one looks up to see a five-hundred-year-old woman masquerading as a twenty-seven-year-old with two neurotic ghosts, ready to swing down time like it’s a zip line.

The door clicks; my heart drops. But in the split second before it swings open, I close my eyes and jump.

Instead of falling down, we’re ensconced in a womb of darkness, like we leapt into outer space instead of onto the cold, hard ground. All I hear is a sharp snap that rings in my skull as we detach from the moment in time.

Dust plumes into my face as I hit the ground hard.

It always takes a minute to gather myself after time travel, even though it’s as routine as brushing my teeth. The landing has never been graceful; I’ve attempted to contort my body into different positions to see if anything would help me not feel like I’ve been kicked in the teeth. Once, in 1943 Mumbai, the time-swallowed object was a woman’s ring, and the rot in the timeline was under her bed. You would think that lying down on your stomach while being whipped home would be more comfortable, but that journey ended in a split lip.

I groan from the pain ricocheting through my bones. Next to me, Beam shakes out her limbs, while Ender’s head swivels up from the ground, the rest of his body submerged well into the earth.

“All fingers and toes intact?” I ask, releasing the tight braid that’s been yanking at my skull and combing my fingers through the loose curls.

“That would be quite the miracle, considering the state of you,” says a voice to the right.

My stomach does a traitorous flip as I take in the man leaning by a pine tree. He’s dressed in beige pants, a button-bown vest over a white shirt that looks like it’s been intentionally crumpled, and dirt-clad brown boots. His newly cropped glacier-white hair sparkles like crystals held to light.

I dust off the back of my pants. “You got a haircut.”

He grins, twin dimples appearing on both cheeks. “I was bored. You all take so long.”

“Wonder whose fault that is,” I grumble.

He ignores me. “What lovely little object was the cause of drama this trip?”

“Everest!” Beam cries, soaring over to her second-favorite person – at least until he sneaks her more cotton candy than I’d normally allow. “It was a magical girdle.” There’s undoubtable pride in her pronunciation.

Everest’s eyes widen with amusement. “Do you know what that is?”

“I do,” Beam says, floating to his other side. “It’s underwear. And when we followed the string, it was tangled up in a knot, and Ryka found it in the…”

As Beam babbles on, I take a steadying breath before studying the portal that so gently delivered us back: the carousel. It never fails to steal my breath. The beautiful mahogany platform is at least five hundred feet in diameter, but its size is the least impressive thing about it. Magnificent ice horses in shades of blue and green gracefully undulate along silver drop rods. Up close, you can see the details: the embroidered cloth hanging down their backs, the ornamented bridles running past their eyes, their beaded and braided manes and tails, flecked with gold accents. The cresting on the rounding board is intricate, shaped into stars and swirls that look like they reach high enough to touch the rapidly dimming sky.

And then there’s the cloud of blue and silver that spins with the carousel, made up of countless strings exactly like the one I just held in my hand. The strings of time. Except one strand in the middle runs black: the texture of time rot, the slip that alerted us of a mishap in need of fixing. In this event, a missing girdle of apparently vast importance. As I watch with bated breath, the rot fades until it’s a darker hue of blue, soon indistinguishable from the rest of the loom.

Order of the universe restored for today.

“If it were up to me, you would have brought the magical underwear back with you,” Everest says, sliding to my right. “Beam says it wasn’t very pretty, but I think the appeal of underwear lies in the person wearing it.”

“If you’re offering to model the girdle for us, I’m afraid it wasn’t big enough to fit your ego,” I reply, stepping forward to run my finger through the edge of time. I’ve never enjoyed the feeling, like cold electricity. Still, it’s a necessary test to verify the carousel’s health. Kind of like I’m checking its vitals. The carousel normally hums during my assessment, sending waves of ice coursing through my bones, but it’s quieter today. Strange, but a welcome reprieve from its all-powerful, omniscient presence. We all need our rest, I suppose.

I narrow my eyes in Everest’s direction. “And if it were up to you, we would have gotten stuck there. I told you that you gave us too little string.”

Ender shrinks away. Coward.

Everest, on the other hand, loves riling me up. “It was a small rot. I gave you the same amount as last time.”

This argument has been wrung out more than an old rag. “It wasn’t enough last trip, either. We were this close to losing Beam back then because she wandered off too far from the line. Ender had to manifest himself and be carried back.”

“Did not,” Ender mutters, still looking faint.

Everest sports a goofy smile and leans forward in a reminder of how much I have to crane my neck to look up at his face. Light brown freckles smatter his cheeks. “Maybe I just enjoy keeping you on your toes, doc.”

“Maybe you’re just a–”

“Sadistic, masochistic control freak,” someone interrupts in a sing-song voice.

Everest and I both turn to see a pale grey Chinese woman gliding through a cluster of cedar trees. She’s wearing a high-waisted floral skirt that swishes around her hips, paired with a frilly blouse and a dramatic feathered hat.

“Come on, Geneva, she hasn’t called me that in nearly two-hundred years,” Everest says, nudging my shoulder.

I cross my arms. “It’s never too late for a reprisal.”

Geneva doesn’t look impressed. “It may be twilight, my lovelies, but your ruckus is waking everybody up.”

“You don’t actually sleep,” I remind her. But my eyes dart across the horizon, noting the places where the air shimmers as the fair stirs to life.

The evening paints the sky a luscious baby pink, casting the main circus tent, with its rippling sapphire and silver bands, in a rose hue. The cinched drapes of the entrance glisten as silver bodies emerge from the darkness and voices of curious residents chime with the whistle of the wind. Right outside lies a bright-blue, banana-shaped cart sitting stagnant on golden wheels. A long, grey tightrope extends above it, all the way to the other tents, over the toy train tracks, and to the rows of vendor booths filled with food, plush toys, and games. All this is tucked into the lush lap of a range of snow-capped mountains, carpeted with evergreen trees. This place sprawls far beyond what the eye can see, but it’s actually quite small once you’ve lived here for four hundred and eighty-six years (eighty-seven today, but who’s counting?) with no one but ghosts for company.

Even smaller when you can’t leave.

“We do not sleep, traditionally,” Geneva corrects me. “We don’t like being outside in the daylight because–”

“The sun makes you more invisible,” I interrupt, looking longingly in the direction of my tent. The gold button weighs heavy in my pocket, and I’d like to examine it during the few moments of peace and quiet before dusk turns to night and this place comes alive. That’s a figure of speech, of course. “You’ve been dead for centuries; get over it.”

Geneva tuts at me. “Such a foul mood today, Ryka.”

“Did the carousel pull you in somewhere unpleasant again?” Everest asks, tapping his fingers along his elbow. “Remember when you got sucked into the underwater cave in–”

“Do I look like I was underwater?” I grit out.

“That was not fun,” Ender says, nodding glumly. “Ryka scared me. You really should know how to swim.”

“She knows how to swim,” Beam says. My heart warms as she soars to my side.

“She was paddling in the wrong direction!” Ender says. Everest and Geneva chuckle, and I smile despite the horrific memory of diving into deeper, darker waters before Beam and Ender turned me around.

“You try standing in front of a carousel one second and drowning the next,” I argue half-heartedly.

“Which is why you prepare for all possibilities,” Everest replies, his eyes twinkling. “Isn’t that rule number three?”

“Two,” Beam and I say together just as a strange sensation creeps over me, like the tip of a blade run along my spine.

A gasp ripples through a crowd of ghosts that wander in close proximity to us. I’m so disoriented that it takes a moment to realize they’re gaping in our direction.

Geneva stumbles backwards, and Ender’s face turns an even more ghostly white.

“What is it?” I ask.

Ender points behind me.

I turn, and my stomach plummets like a boulder tipped off a cliff.

The carousel is still spinning, except there’s another string that’s turned black. But instead of running in a straight line, as it normally does when rot occurs, the darkness splinters into webs, tendrils violating the swath of silver. We can only watch in dismay as it grows, until the fabric of time looks more like a cracked vase.

The sun dips behind the farthest mountain peak, plunging us into a searing cold.

“Well,” Everest says quietly, his cheery tone noticeably tempered. “That’s certainly not supposed to happen.”
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CHAPTER TWO


News at the fair typically spreads slowly, like a daily paper passed hand to hand. That is, unless said news concerns the giant time-carousel that looms dark like a dragon scale charred in a furnace, in which case word arrives at every corner all at once.

It is chaos.

“Has this ever happened before?” Beam asks. Around us, ghosts of all shapes and sizes examine the poisoned web of time, and each passing comment only ascends on the scale of hysteria. To make matters worse, the carousel’s conscience has awoken from its slumber, and the resulting energy is a combination of a crotchety old man being tormented by the neighborhood’s children and a yowling house cat adjusting to daylight savings.

The carousel doesn’t communicate with words, per say, but its moods and desires are felt by every occupant. At the moment, I’m having trouble distinguishing between its turbulent energy and my own heart-pounding fear, both exacerbated by one another like a classic biological positive feedback cycle.

Geneva attempts to herd the masses with snippy comments ranging from “do not step on the carousel” to “do not put that thread of time in your mouth.”

Meanwhile, Everest stares pensively into the distance, and it’s a look I know all too well. “I’m going to go check on something.”

“Excuse me?” I can’t believe this man. “The annual demon poker tournament is not more important than this.”

He leans forward and flicks my nose. “That’s already happened. But there’s a culinary event that these trolls are hosting–”

“Everest!”

He grins. “I’m joking. No need to miss me already; I’ll be back soon.”

“What does ‘soon’ mean?”

Nothing teaches you how senseless the concept of time is like befriending an immortal. Today, I understand why Everest, a time god, does not operate by the same rules of punctuality as I do; but young Ryka? Not so much.

“Soon means soon,” he says with a knowing smirk. “By your standards.”

He knows as well as I do that I won’t be holding my breath. Everest has a tendency to come and go as he pleases; coming when he has his own whims to satisfy, and going when things at the fair get unusually tricky. He has a kind heart, but the weather’s more dependable than him. When I encountered my first bout of time rot, I’d gone to him, hoping he would show me the ropes of this place. After all, I was a medical student left with a quantum problem that would leave the top physicists tormented by nightmares. To my surprise, he’d agreed, only to be gone the day we planned to approach the carousel together.

I still remember the moment he finally returned.

“I’m so sorry, doc; I lost track of time,” he’d said, his hair sticking out at odd angles, eyes ablaze with a clear sense of delight.

This excuse may have been acceptable had he been late by an hour, or even a few hours. But no. Everest had been gone months.

Worse, he hadn’t even realized it. Not only had I fixed the issue myself – with the assistance of an anxious Ender and an exceptionally eager Beam – but I’d dealt with numerous rots since. And I’ve learned that Everest “losing track of time” was less an anomaly and more a pattern, and something I’d just had to accept.

“Fine, I’ve got things handled here.” I hope.

“Soon,” Everest repeats, walking backwards. His voice carries a hint of a smile, now shadowed by the trees. “You’ll see!”

“Do you think he’s going to call the others?” one of the ghosts groans, and a chorus of distraught voices follow.

Everest is one of twelve gods of time and, shockingly, I’ve never met a single one of his eleven siblings. There are other distant relatives who deal with matters of chaos, mythology, and the whole gamut of systems that govern the natural laws of the universe. It’s safe to say that the time gods dislike the fair nearly as much as its occupants despise them, and the battles between the gods to decide who takes the next rotation managing the fair are historic. Everest has been the favorite by far and has thankfully stuck around longer than his shift. The few visits from the others have been characterized to me as “wrestling with a viper” (Geneva) and “finding raisins in a chocolate chip cookie” (Beam).

“They don’t want to deal with us,” I reassure the ghosts, who crowd around me in a state of palpable worry. Truth be told, I’d go to the other gods if they were remotely helpful. This level of rot is unprecedented; if left untreated, timelines could disintegrate, threatening the existence of the universe. But I don’t want to freak everyone out, not when I’ve barely investigated. “And we can fix this ourselves, the way we always do.”

Some of them mutter in agreement, but it isn’t enough. I need to find answers. And fast.

“What do we do?” Beam whispers.

Ender’s lying on the ground, poking and prodding at the carousel, but at least he’s not attempting to dive back in, as he first insisted. It’s too early to delve into another dimension – we wait at least a few days before putting our bodies (solid or phantom) – through that level of stress. Thankfully, no one’s able to access the carousel without me.

And I’m not going in there when it looks like a diseased fruit.

“Let’s find out, shall we?” I say, marching towards the only place that may offer hope.

“I’m sure you messed something up during our trip,” Ender mutters, trailing behind.

“Me?” Beam exclaims. “You’re the one who used dimensional energy to scare off that woman. It’s more likely your fault.”

There are very few skills from medical school that I utilize anymore, but being able to drown out other people at will – be it quibbling interns or ghosts – is one I’ve clung to with all my might. We wind through flapping tents lit aglow by ghostly occupants, past a group of children throwing darts at a board, and come to a stop at a large midnight tent, the only one without lights hanging off its drapes. Without the ghosts acting as lanterns, the tent would blend into the darkness of the forest backdrop. Its entrance is pinched closed, but when I part the dense drapes, a luminous world, and my favorite place in the fair, greets me inside.

Where you would expect to see the dark slopes of the tent are cherry-wood bookshelves filled with scrolls, binders, and tomes. It takes another second to realize that the shelves are floating, each one suspended in the air, slowly rotating around the perimeter of the archives. A few ladders, wound with climbing ivy, extend up the sides of the tent. The cozy space, lit a warm hearth-red from within, holds two tables placed opposite one another. A polished gold stand sits in the center of the table farthest from me, supporting a giant open tome. Next to it are stacks of books waiting to be sorted and shelved. A dark beige book on the right-most pile flies down to the table’s surface before an invisible hand flips through the pages and sends it flying up to one of the shelves circling the top of the tent.

I once had a classmate whose parents were so wealthy they had a greenhouse library in their garden. At the fine age of ten, I’d taken one look at it and decided that I wanted that precise thing when I grew up. My mom, never one to diminish a dream, would scruff my hair and tell me it’s a good thing I was going to be a successful doctor one day. Little did I know, I wouldn’t make it past the worst year of my surgical residency, but I would gain a magical backyard library that exceeded all childhood hopes and dreams.

“Ah, I’m afraid you lose the bet today, Quill; she did indeed make it here within ten minutes,” says someone.

Keshav appears through the nearest stack of books. He looks like a candy-cane: tall, thin, with a severely arched back. Even though all of him is grey, there’s a texture to his long, peppered beard, which he often twists between his fingers when in deep thought.

The tome on the stand rustles its pages. Keshav walks over to place his palm on it, translating the sound. “Quill would like me to clarify that she was certain Geneva would enlist your help out there. She’s surprised you got away.”

I grimace, falling into the closest chair. The fatigue from time travel sinks its teeth into my muscles. “This is Geneva’s dream; she hasn’t had the chance to order the masses around since I fell ill all those years ago. I think she misses the power of being keeper.” And right now, with the chaos across the fair and all that rot, I wish I could give her the job back.

Keshav doesn’t miss the bitterness that seeps into my tone. “All these years and you still haven’t forgiven her.”

“I’ve forgiven her,” I protest as something icy rubs against my legs. I bend over to pet the only ghost I voluntarily make prolonged contact with: the archive’s one-eyed Persian cat, Cillian. He gazes up at me with a look of adoration before leaping onto the table and curling up in the crook of my elbow. “I haven’t quite forgiven this place.”

There’s a prickle up my arm, the carousel’s familiar protest.

I’m allowed to be angry, I say sternly in my head. The sensation on my skin skitters, and I imagine it forlorn, but acquiescent. After four hundred and eighty-seven years of being the timekeeper, I deserve to be a little angry. Not that anyone but me seems to have remembered my anniversary. I mark time in mortal years, since the average day at the fair is still roughly twenty-four hours long (yes, I did once count the seconds in a day, and no, I was not okay).

Four hundred and eighty-seven. The number sits heavy in my gut.

The carousel of time is only a legend in my mortal world; old folklore says that if the carousel appears to you – and it only does for the bravest and strongest of hearts – then it’ll grant you a wish. I was only six when my mother told my best friend Novalie and me about the carousel. We were packed like sardines in my twin bed, she in her bright-pink Barbie pajamas, me in my midnight-blue sleep shirt, our blankets pulled to our chins, cold toes prodding at each other’s warm calves. My mother was in prime storyteller form, taking sips of her Earl Grey tea while describing the enchanted carousel bound by strings of time, lingering in a fold within space that only a rare few could access. Mom was a dreamer; she’d passed her love for fantasy onto me, and I’d shared the same tales with Nova. We had grown up joking about finding it together. We couldn’t have predicted that I would be alone when it found me, armed with nothing but the sole wish to save her life.

It’s not just Cillian’s cold fur that sends a chill through me.

I’d been beaten down after months in my second year of surgical residency, running on stolen hours of sleep and copious amounts of caffeine. Then Nova had fallen sick, and it had all ceased to matter. One night, I’d left her bedside at Stanford, where she lay unconscious, lingering at the door of death. Inundated by a delirious haze, I headed for a late-night run at a nearby open space preserve and went off trail. I’d been desperate to get away, to break out of the numbness draining me and, in the darkness, I took a bad fall down a steep hill. Once I came to rest, pain bloomed from my bloody knees and elbows, cocooning me in shock. And it was at that moment the fair appeared before me, deeming me worthy of its power.

Geneva had greeted me then, the keeper of time. The person who could save Novalie.

“Every wish has a cost,” she had warned me. “Are you prepared to pay it?”

“Yes,” I had pleaded.

I was ready to give up anything. I memorized each detail of this carousel that burned like a dying star, just so I could describe it to Novalie and my mother in vivid detail; I watched Geneva step into the carousel and fall back out, telling me in sure words that my friend would survive. I remember how she patted my shoulder sadly, in a way that confused me, before turning grey, grey, grey. Each timekeeper turns into a ghost once they pass the baton, joining the rest of the dead occupants that end up here once the carousel has touched their lives.

It was only then that I realized what I’d agreed to.

That I could never leave the fair. That it was my turn as the steward of time.

I’d made my choice, and I’ve lived with it ever since, refusing to let anyone else take my place. Twenty-three questers have found the carousel since I got here, but the carousel does not allow the keeper to warn each venturer about the terms of the agreement, and I refuse to let someone walk into this without knowing about the nights of guilt and regret, the people they’d never see again. My tongue swells to the size of a small watermelon each time I’ve tried. So I tell them no, and they leave, disheartened but with hearts that will heal and lives they can call their own.

I’d nearly resigned myself to this fate.

Nearly, hums the stolen button in my pocket. Until I saw a way out.

The fair exists in its own pocket realm; there is no “past” or “future” because the carousel is a stockpile for time across dimensions, spinning its threads in an eternal circle, so we’re able to access any timeline at any point. I first grasped this a few decades into being keeper – most of my trips had involved places or eras that I didn’t recognize. Then we went somewhere I did know: Kolkata, India. I had to unloop time around a copper piggybank in a child’s room. On my way out, I saw a small boy sitting on the floor, head tilted up as he watched a football match on a small grey CRT TV. The World Cup, 2002. Germany vs. South Korea.

Beam and Ender swept me out of there before I had much of a chance to react. Head spinning, I stumbled back to my tent, dizzy with what I had learned. I was young during that World Cup, barely remembered it, but I was alive and on my father’s lap as he bellowed at our own scuffed TV, beer in hand. I was alive, and I’d just gone back to a year before the fair found me.

This meant that somewhere in the carousel, my precise timeline is still playing out as it was before I left, if only I could find a way to access it.

Unfortunately, the ability to pull off a gallant return home hinges upon a functional carousel, and we’re short of one right now. The carousel douses me in a wave of irritation. I rub my arms to dispel the ensuing goosebumps.

“Four hundred and eighty-seven years and I’ve never seen the carousel’s loom do that,” I say. “Quill, I’m going to need all of the previous keepers’ notes.”

Each timekeeper has left behind a binder filled with entries; pieces of advice for others to come, to help ease our transition into this strange life.

A stream of books and scrolls spiral towards us in a category-five paper storm before landing neatly in front of me. The scroll on top reads:

The First Timekeeper: Minerva T, 22 years since the beginning of time.

Beam’s the first to break the razor-sharp silence. “Do we need to read all of that?”

“This is only the first batch,” Keshav says primly. A bead of sweat rolls down the back of my neck. “Better get to work before we grow too tired.”

Or before the carousel deteriorates into nothingness, taking us all with it.

I toss aside a scroll titled The Eighth Timekeeper: Ibrahim Hassan, years 81 to 88 after the beginning of time just as Beam and Keshav find a reason to escape. Keshav almost never leaves the archives. That’s how bad it is.

There’s nothing new in these records. While the keeper may have changed, the backbone of this place has stayed the same. Every few weeks, there’s a snag in time; it darkens the affected thread around the carousel, alerting the keeper to its needs, and a quick trip to rectify said issue restores the state of the universe. The cadence and scale have stayed consistent; despite my frantic flipping of delicate pages, I haven’t found anything more major than when the rot was as thick as a band, and that was because time had swallowed a message that prevented a global-scale war.

“This is pointless,” I say, on the verge of pulling out my own hair. Cillian, sweet boy that he is, flops to demand affection. Rubbing a cat’s belly solves 99% of problems, but sadly not this one. I comply with his wishes and direct my next words at the draped ceiling. “Any chance you can just…give me the book with the answers?”

Ender clears his throat. “Quill already said she can’t help you if you don’t know which book you need.”

“I’m asking the fair,” I clarify. “You built the archives for the first keeper when they asked and helped stock it with all these books. Minerva would be so disappointed.”

A rumble of discontent shudders through the archives. The story of the archives’ inception is legendary. The first keeper, Minerva, escaped a toxic marriage to come here when the fair was barren, save for the carousel and a very grumpy Cyrus, one of Everest’s siblings and the resident god who had been on rotation. Not unlike the keepers who came after her, she started talking to herself one night, dreaming of the home she wished she had. She was shocked to realize that the fair not only listened, but helped her construct much of the landscape as it is today. The archives were one of her wishes. My predecessors’ desires have conjured other things at the fair: vending machines, games, musical instruments, rides.

A reliable library index would be a good addition for me to make, so no one else withers away digging through countless books, but the fair doesn’t seem inclined to help. Nothing happens.

“How long are you going to keep that button to yourself?” Ender asks.

I glance up, seized by a momentary panic that someone’s heard him, only to realize that no one except Cillian is around to witness my crimes. Quill perks up, her pages stiffening.

“I was getting around to it.” I pull the button out of my pocket. The engravings catch the rosy light of the archives. “I was hoping to get my hands on something bigger, but we were in a bit of a rush,” I tell the tome in a hushed voice, in case there is a ghost hanging around. Quill’s pages are heavily marred by age; we’ve long given up on reading the sweeping script etched into the thick, browned parchment. But Quill isn’t exactly the kind of book you read. I drop the button in front of her and place my palm on her page.

Her voice fills my head, smooth and solemn. I’ll just have to add it to the trove of all the other trinkets you’ve collected.

At that, a small box flies down, landing in front of me. Its lid opens, revealing an assortment of wooden, metallic, and fabric buttons that I’ve snatched from different trips. I watch aghast as the gold button jumps into the box and the latch snaps shut.

I wrench the box open. “You didn’t even try.”

Quill sighs in my head. We’ve discussed this. You cannot simply pick up the last thing you see before returning here. We have to try with something personal, something meaningful to you.

“How am I supposed to know that something is meaningful?” I argue.

“Buttons are pretty non-sentimental,” Ender says. He doesn’t need to hear Quill to know what this is about. “Maybe jewelry would work better.”

“Sentiment is rarely about the object itself,” I argue. My mother’s words echo beneath my own. She’d always find meaning in scrap; one summer, she stitched me a quilt from my favorite childhood clothes, and a charm bracelet from old toys. I inherited none of her craftiness but all her appreciation for things that people discard. “How do you know this button didn’t belong to someone’s lucky sweater?”

Fine, Quill says, as a copper bowl flies down to land in front of her. It’s already filled with water, which sloshes slightly over its thin metal edges. Drop it in here.

I obey, plopping the button and watching it sink into the depths of the bowl.

“Do the others know about the issue with the carousel yet?” I ask in an effort to disrupt the uncomfortable quiet. The ghosts’ concerns ring fresh in my mind, and while I’ve been curious about Everest’s family, this isn’t how I’d like to meet them.

I’m not speaking with them right now, Quill sniffs.

“Again?” I ask.

Each of Everest’s eleven siblings has a Quill of their own – when the gods were young, Mother Time put a kernel of her magic into twelve books, hoping they’d serve as nannies to her twelve slightly out-of-control children. They developed unique consciences, which have proved to bring much of both good and ill. While the siblings may not converse on a regular basis (in some cases millennia with no contact), the Quills keep each other appraised of happenings in their corresponding realms.

That is, when they’re not fighting.

They’re impertinent fools, just like their gods.

I roll my eyes. No point getting involved in the business of quibbling books, but it does mean that my window into what’s happening with the other gods is temporarily closed. The water in the bowl remains unnervingly still.

It’s not working, Quill says.

“Yes, I can see that,” I snap, plucking the button back out of the bowl and tossing it into the box, which a mysterious force (read: the carousel) yanks to the right, sending the button tumbling to the ground.

“That’s just petty,” I say.

The fair responds with a wave of disapproval as I march over to pick up the button and put it in storage.

If you want to go back to your old life, you have to figure out a way to bring me something stronger. Quill bristles when I return to her. It’s not my problem that you showed up here with nothing from back home, or it would have saved us a lot of trouble.

I want to yank my hand away, but I know I’ll be taking my anger out on the wrong entity. It’s not that I never had anything from back home, I just happened to be in the thrall of a fiery rage a few months into my servitude and threw it all into a bonfire. That was before I accidentally brought something back from a trip: a small bronze key that slipped into my pocket. Naturally, I thought the entire space-time continuum would collapse due to my carelessness, that I would single-handedly take down the carousel, but then…nothing happened. Not for days, years, decades, centuries.

Escalation is a core part of human nature; we like to see how far we can push boundaries. Like just how few hours of sleep I really needed between caseloads, or how much text I could cram into a cheat-sheet. I started taking things intentionally; it was my rebellion, a small act of control exerted over my present. It seemed that as long as I rectified the source of slippage, anything else I touched or changed did not affect the carousel. Eventually, Quill caught me when I examined my loot here in the archives. We struck a deal. She’s always working on a new spell, and aside from the prospect of using her work to go back to my timeline, I’m captivated by the research. It anchors me, peeling back the mechanisms of the carousel. I’ve got journals filled with notes on time-mending procedures, as well as hypotheses around the proximity of dimensions and the possibility of hopping between them without the carousel.

Of course, I can never jot down notes on my thefts in case a nosy ghost discovers my work, so Quill handles our clandestine records for us. It’s thrilling in its own way, looking for a path to accomplish something never done before.

“What exactly is supposed to happen?” Ender asks, peering over the bowl. “Should we be able to see the room we took the button from?”

Theoretically, all that and more, Quill says. The first step to opening a portal through the carousel is to establish a connection to the dimension. This is a scrying spell, and it should harness the power of the object to show us connected events. But I can’t tell you what it would look like, since it hasn’t happened yet.

Something rouses in my chest. “We’ll just have to try again next trip,” I say.

The fair’s displeasure ripples around us. Noted.

Ender shifts uncomfortably. “Are you sure? What with the carousel and…”

He doesn’t need to finish his thought. Ender is the only ghost who knows of this side project, and he’s never approved. It hasn’t mattered, though. Ender misses home nearly as much as I do, and I know the thought of this working is as exciting to him as it is to me. So he stays quiet, and I give Quill everything I bring back in the hopes that she’ll find a way to my old life.

Of course, only one of us has benefitted from this arrangement so far.

The tome snaps shut on my hand. You enjoy this work as much as I do, Quill says into my mind as I cradle my pinched fingers.

“Don’t eavesdrop; it’s rude,” I tell her.

“In my defense, I have been standing here in plain sight for some time,” Everest says casually, standing cross-armed by the entrance.

“But don’t let me get in the way of all your secrets, doc.”
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CHAPTER THREE


My stomach somersaults as Everest walks towards me, vest-less this time, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Ender is so still he might as well be a translucent cutout. Only Cillian stands up from the table and stretches, before jumping off to greet our newest guest, flopping onto his back in his continued quest for belly rubs.

That little traitor.

“Not announcing your presence is also rude,” I say, scrambling to gauge how much he’s heard.

“I just got here,” Everest says, getting on his knees to oblige our affection-hog of a feline. I gesture frantically at Quill to get rid of the bowl. Quill’s magic starts sliding the bowl towards a stack of books when an invisible force – the petulant fair – halts the bowl in its path. Quill exerts even more force until the bowl jerks from side to side in a game of supernatural tug-of-war, splashing drops over the rim. I can practically hear Quill’s shrieks despite the lack of contact with her pages. Thankfully, Cillian purrs, distracting Everest long enough that the bowl eventually moves out of sight. “But I imagine you were just begging Quill for a way to go home.”

“What, no comments about how exhausting it must be for me?” I ask, unable to stop myself from rambling in the midst of my worry. But had Everest seen or heard anything with the bowl, his tone would surely be different. “How I’m on a foolish quest to go back to a past that no longer exists?”

“Not this again,” Ender groans.

My desire to live out the rest of my life as I’d planned it – completing my residency, becoming a surgeon at the hospital Nova and I attended together, building my greenhouse library all while living within vicinity of my aging parents, close enough to sample my mom’s cooking on weekends but far enough to carve out my own peace – it’s not a secret to anyone here. Everest knows I’ve asked Quill to help me go back, but he’s never understood it.

“Your words, not mine,” Everest says, shifting to give Cillian his favorite chin scratches. The cat’s eye closes in bliss.

“Your words that I’m repeating,” I remind him, relief slowly spreading through me. I can deal with Everest not comprehending why I want to go back – after all, his family’s little more than a distant memory to him. All Everest has concerned himself with in the centuries I’ve known him is, well, himself. He has a kind heart, but the frivolities of human emotion (his words, not mine) are a mystery to him. The god lives in constant pursuit of entertainment – poker with demons, dragon-riding contests, adventures across magical seas – and he has the freedom to go to whichever realm suits his fancy. But despite his staunch refusal to take anything seriously, he cannot know about the tokens I’ve taken from time.

“I’m just saying, mortal relationships sound exhausting,” Everest says, ignoring how Ender burrows his head into his hands. “They’ve wound you up and ruled your every decision since you came here, and I just think you could relax more.”

“Oh, god,” Ender says.

“I relax.” I square my shoulders for a fight. “And it’s called caring–”

“About the people you love,” Everest says with a hint of jest. “I know. Nothing a god like me could possibly understand. I come in peace, though, I promise.”

I uncurl my tightly balled fists. As history would suggest, this conversation could turn ugly quickly, but Everest looks keen to wave a white flag. The events of today clearly have my nerves on puppet strings, and we’d be better off turning our attention towards a solution than on each other.

“Fine, fine. No arguing today,” I back down. “Thought you escaped while this place fell into disarray. Where were you off to?”

“Disarray may be a bit of an exaggeration. I just saw Geneva chasing Beam around with a broomstick. Standard affair.” He stands next to me, both hands clasped behind his back. Cillian has followed him and languidly rubs against our legs.

“I’m going to go see if Beam needs my help,” Ender mutters, making a quick escape.

This close, Everest carries the distinct smells of the forest; the woodsy scent of pine and fir, the brine of the river that runs about half a mile over. But there’s something sweeter mixed with it today. Something I recognize.

He smirks, reading my expression, and flourishes a bundle of lavender sprigs from behind his back. “Happy anniversary. It’s been a long and torturous four hundred and eighty-seven years with you.”

It’s like he’s stuck his hand into my gut and squeezed. I close my hands around the soft stems while internally chiding my heart for doing far too much. “You know we have bigger problems than bringing me flowers,” I croak out.

“Told you I’d be back soon,” he says. “Besides, it’s tradition.”

A laugh escapes me. “You’re a bit early with tradition.”

It started off as a joke, Everest’s flower delivery. Due to the nature of his wretched existence, he’s the only person here who can leave the bounds of the fair without using the carousel, which means he’s the only one who can bring us things from other dimensions. On year ninety-four of my reign at the fair, Beam developed a fascination with flowers, and he took to bringing back fallen lilies and thorny roses, mostly for her amusement. On my one-hundred-and-fifth anniversary, I returned from a particularly unpleasant trip to a mosquito-infested tropical forest to find a lavender sprig in my tent, with a note that said:

Beam says lavenders remind her of you and insisted I give you one.

I’d cried over that – a fact that mortifies me to this day. Not because Everest had brought me flowers, but because I hadn’t had anything from the world outside the fair in all my years here. It nurtured the deep ache in my heart, a bittersweet reminder of all I had unwittingly walked away from. I didn’t think anyone had heard, since I was alone in my grief that night in my tent. But Everest has brought me a few sprigs of lavender almost every year since, missing my actual anniversary by a variable number of months, usually after someone’s reminded him. Not this year, though, since no one else has said a word.

“You know me, I’ll take any reason to escape a Geneva meltdown,” Everest says, falling into the chair next to Quill with a sigh, oblivious to my impending tears. He slides over some of my notes that I’ve flung haphazardly across the table. “You haven’t made a record of your trip today?”

My favorite book in the archives is the one thin encyclopedia on the carousel, author unknown, which speaks briefly to the types of time ruptures that a keeper may encounter. I’ve taken to adding to it, accumulating notes on my various adventures, ranging from the kind of stitching that’s best addressed the more serious rots to the particular challenges that come with extracting inebriated folks who are abducted by their timeline.

Recently, I’ve been using this research to approximate space between timelines. It’s a lot of math, which isn’t my favorite, but it’s a fun challenge for my brain to work out. It makes me think of when I’d go to Stanford with my dad and watch him prepare his lecture materials on proofs and calculus.

“Not the priority right now.” I try to disengage with memories of my parents before they swallow me whole. “Besides, it was a fairly standard job until everything else happened.”

“So, you didn’t try that zipper move you were talking about?” he says, pulling at an invisible string with pinched index fingers and thumbs.

“It’s called a purse-string suture,” I correct him. I’ve been toying around with applying my surgical techniques to the carousel, and it’s not been as different as one might expect. “And no, I was in a hurry. We had an unsuspecting guest about a second away from barging in on us.”

Everest picks up a spare pen and starts making notes in the margin. I tug at the paper. “Are you going to doodle all over the pages again?”

“No, I’m writing what you told me,” he says, batting me away. “I’ll do your trip record while you use your big brain to solve our carousel problem. Although, there’s nothing in the old records that will help you. This thing with the carousel… It’s a first.”

I wait for some sort of reaction from the carousel, but the powers that rule us seem busy. Cillian’s playing with the rope that dangles from the center pole of the archives; the fair’s invisible hand keeps pulling it up and out of reach, to the cat’s dismay. Everest himself looks unnervingly relaxed, unfastening the top button of his shirt as he continues to write. I catch the words “zipper is more apt than purse-string” and stifle a smile.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “You’ve been here, well, forever, and surely you can’t remember every single incident?” His memory has never been the strongest.

He puts the pen down. “I don’t remember every single incident, but I would remember this. Trust me, it’s never happened before.”

Unfortunately, I do have to trust him on matters concerning the carousel. I may be the longest-standing keeper, but he’s been here longer than I have, longer than nearly any ghost, as well.

“So what do I do?” I ask, collapsing on the floor. Cillian, spotting a spare lap, abandons play to trot over to me. He kneads my thighs and settles into a comfortable position, not caring that my body feels like it’s stuck under the Arctic permafrost.

“Do the same thing as always. Dive into the carousel, identify the source of the rot.” The look he sends my way brims with mischief. “I wouldn’t count on it being underwear-related this time, unfortunately.”

“Helpful,” I say sarcastically, then sigh. “We’re going to need a lot of time.” Both the thread kind and otherwise.

Everest gets to his feet. “On it. Come with me.”

I brace myself for the inevitable fight to come. I always need extra time when I travel, an amount of untainted string that the ghosts and I can use to navigate our destination; it’s a safeguard and a necessity. Everest has always been in charge of acquiring and distributing the reels, a power he abuses frequently.

“One more thing.” He strolls towards the exit. “I’m going to time travel with you.”

I scurry out the archives beside Everest, trying to keep pace without looking like his little footman. Around us, tension weaves through the ghosts bustling along their nightly business.

“Iris says her arm is getting lighter!” an old ghost announces. He’s playing cards in an open ruby-red tent, holding court with his companions as well as the eavesdropping ghosts drinking by the vendor booths. “Her timeline must be collapsing.”

“It’s true; she’s more milky than silver now!” another replies. “I saw it myself.”

Everest shakes his head, a small smile curving his lips. “Iris should win best actress.”

“Forget Iris,” I say. “What do you mean you’re time traveling with us?”

“I’m coming with you,” he says, slipping his hands into his pockets as if he hasn’t just tilted the scales of the world I’ve known. “Heading into the carousel, keeping an eye on Ender and Beam, joining you on your adventures.”

“But you – no, you’re not,” I sputter, one hand tightening around the bunch of lavenders that I’ve brought with me. I whip them around in the air. “You can’t do that.”

Everest raises an eyebrow at me. “Of course I can.”

“You told me you don’t go into the carousel because of your godliness.” Yes, that was his exact reasoning. It’s a miracle I haven’t taken his head off.

Everest grins. “I didn’t realize you wanted me to come along this badly, or I would’ve already. But I meant that I could choose not to go into the carousel, not that I couldn’t at all.”

“You’re so annoying,” I say, but really, I should be used to this. He’s gotten much better, but Everest in our early years had been a fountain of nonsense whenever given the chance. I learned to stop asking him anything at all. “Why do you even need a keeper, then? Why can’t you or one of your siblings do this job?”

He shrugs. “We need to be able to move in and out of the fairgrounds. The keeper is bound to the carousel through its magic, which isn’t a convenient arrangement for any of us.”

“For anyone,” I amend.

He gives me a conciliatory nod. “Besides, you remember how the first keeper ended up here, right?”

“Minerva,” I answer. “She made a deal with your brother, Cyrus.”

Everest nods. “She was escaping her husband, and Cyrus offered her a change in fate. The rest became tradition. As for why now…Let’s just say I’m curious.”

Everest’s curiosities change as quickly as Beam’s mood when she’s hungry. Even if he wants to join our crew now, he’ll have forgotten about this conversation in a few days. His heart is in the right place, but he’ll never feel the same kind of pressure in the face of oblivion as the ghosts or I do – if the timelines were to truly collapse, surely the gods would persist?

“We’re going to need even more string if we have another body coming along,” I warn him, studying the freckles dusted down the side of his cheek and debating how serious he is about this offer. “There are real stakes. You can’t just give us less of it to keep me on my toes or my toes may not make it back here.”

“I’ll make sure your toes, fingers, and face return intact,” he says. Laughter echoes from the nearest tent and I crane my neck, hoping to catch sight of Ender or Beam. “Maybe we could leave some of that sass behind.”

I punch him lightly on his waist. “Where are we going, anyways? I want to check on the carousel; maybe it’s gotten better already. Self-correcting properties and all that.”

“We can go look later,” he says, looking ahead. I realize with a jolt what trail we’re on and come to a stand-still.

“Absolutely not,” I say. “You know I don’t go down there.”

Everest takes a firm hold of my elbow. God, he’s strong. He starts pulling me down the path like I’m a sack he’s rolling downhill, offering no resistance despite the fact that my heels are actively kicking against the ground.

“Come on, you can’t live in avoidance forever,” he says.

“I’ve lived pretty well like this so far,” I remind him in a high-pitched voice.

“Do you want the extra string or not?”

“I do,” I say, failing to fight him off. “But why can’t you bring it up yourself like you normally– Ow! You’re pinching my arm.” He loosens his hold. “Like you normally do?”

“Because I need help.” He half carries me down the beaten trail. I know what’s waiting down there. Water laps the shore, and tall, human-sized flowers emerge on either side of us, arched in the air like the delicate necks of swans. Their fragrant buds droop over our shoulders and I resist the urge to reach out and trace a finger along the petals. There’s a more urgent feeling in my chest, one many would call fear, but that would be the understatement of the century. Of centuries.

“Help with what?” I bark, no longer able to quell the panic in my voice. Because there…there is another rustle, one of a body moving through the brush by the winding river. A gust of warm wind envelopes us, but I know that’s not wind; that’s a breath.

A breath exhaled by the coiled emerald-green dragon sitting vigilant on the riverbank. Large slitted golden eyes look in our direction, and they grow distinctly narrow as they take me in.

Everest grins at the sight of his favorite companion, Calliope – the very one that’s tried to kill me on several occasions. His next words, however, are enough to break even these long-rusted shackles of terror.

“Help me with making more time.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


I’m rooted to the ground as Everest deposits me on the silt and heads over to greet the serpentine menace.

“What?” I repeat, a broken record.

“Make time,” he calls over his shoulder. Calliope lowers her head so he can affectionately pat her snout. I flash back to when I first met her, and Everest told me about how he and two of his siblings stole a few eggs from a grouchy dragon tender, intent on rearing them on their own. Calliope became his, and I’d sensed the delicate love she felt for him as she let me pet her. That had been the first and last positive interaction between us.

As if she can read my mind, she lifts her jewel-scaled head and gives me a look that simply cannot be misinterpreted: a command to stay exactly where I am and make no sudden movements. That won’t be a problem.

“I heard you the first time,” I call shakily. I’ve always known Everest and his siblings make and maintain timelines as we know them. But the details around how have remained obscure. “I’m asking for more clarification. You see, the logistics of what you’re asking me to help with are above my paygrade. It’s not like I’m cooking us a meal or knitting you a scarf – not that I can do either of those things. And if you need doctor stuff, then I would remind you that I haven’t actually practiced in an eternity.”

“Well, I’d say you’re still a doctor, just of time and the universe instead of human beings,” Everest quips.

“Unless making time requires a scalpel and sutures, I’m not sure the analogy applies,” I say. “Besides, why now?”

“What do you mean?”

I cross my arms. “I’ve wanted to know about what you do for so long, and you’ve never told me.”

Everest frowns. “That can’t be true. You’ve never asked.”

I gape at him. “I asked you constantly when I first got here, and you’d either make vague promises and disappear, or feed me lies. I had to figure all of it out for myself – or with Quill’s help; thank goodness for her.”

“I told you things!” Everest’s forehead is grooved in deep thought. Unfortunately, his thinking face is quite endearing, and I have to wipe the fond smirk from my face before he sees it.

“You once told me that your mother sent you time in little packages,” I remind him. “Delivered via storks.”

He winces. “Okay, well, I was drunk. And you didn’t believe that. Besides, I meant more recently. You know I didn’t take you too seriously back then.”

“Ouch,” I deadpan.

He reaches over to gently flick my nose, grinning when I smile reluctantly. “I’ve since learned I was wrong. Seriously, had you asked me again in the last few years, I would have shown you. Honestly, I thought I already did.”

My sense of feeling human has been deteriorating exponentially, but interacting with Everest reminds me that despite my defunct human bodily functions and immortality, I’m far from truly supernatural. His memory is as fleeting as a message carved into sand at low tide.

“I suppose I don’t know how I would’ve shown you,” Everest continues to reason. “You refused to come down here.”

“If you’d told me what you were doing, I would’ve come!”

He raises his eyebrows. “You’ve said, and I quote, I will saw off your eyelids if you take me down to the river. An empty threat, too. Not something I would’ve pegged you for.”

He’s not entirely wrong about that. I recall the day things went wrong between Calliope and me: the morning after the fair’s annual eclipse festivities, when I came down hoping to avoid Everest and all the ghosts, only to find a very upset Calliope who had clearly heard about what happened the previous night. “Well, if you’d like to answer my burning questions before I’m incinerated, that would be much appreciated.”

Calliope huffs.

“If I’d known you’d be this polite around her, I would’ve forced you down here long ago,” Everest says, walking over to a giant rock. “This process is better shown than told. Come, sit.”

The rock is a few inches from Calliope’s mouth, which is equipped with some very sharp teeth. When I don’t move, Everest looks up and has the audacity to roll his eyes in my direction. “Oh, come on, she won’t hurt you.”

“Have you told her that?”

“She’s been told for a long time,” Everest says, still pointing at the rock. Calliope turns her head in disgust but doesn’t look like she’s protesting. Well, this is more patience than she demonstrated when I feebly attempted to explain to her that what happened between Everest and me was a mistake, never to be repeated. A charred crop of grass mere inches from where I was standing had showed me how she felt about that.

I don’t understand dragons.

Only the lethal pull of curiosity, the need to know what “making time” means, pushes me to take a step forward, then another. Even without Calliope breathing on me, I can feel her heat, the sheer gravity of her body. She locks eyes with me and snorts, but it’s absent of the rage that has deterred me from coming down here.

Everest dusts the rock of fallen debris. “Do I have to sit here?” I ask, sitting down.

The river is right at my feet, the water shimmering silver under the moon. Reeds sway in the breeze on the opposite bank, which leads deeper into the woods until you hit the boundary past which I cannot go.

“Positioning is important,” he says. “Now, you might be tired after this, but don’t worry, I’ll carry you back to your tent.”

“You will do no such thing–” I start, but the sight of him moonlit against the sky stops me short. Everest has always been beautiful, but right now, with the lines of his cheeks contoured by shadows, his hair set alight by the moon’s shine, and his body vibrating with zest, he looks angelic.

It’s taken centuries for us to build our close friendship despite our differences, which remain as vast as the widest realms. Besides, physical attraction has never meant much to me, and I’ve spent most of my life happy without romance. My needs have been more than satisfied by platonic relationships; but sometimes, like right now, I wonder if that’s entirely true.

I shove that thought right out of my brain.

Everest rolls up the legs of his pants and walks into the water until it’s up to his calves. Like everything else at the fair, this river is not normal. I noticed that when I first came down here and studied the water, observing words in the foam that eddied around rocks. Quill later told me that the river is the birthplace of time (Everest told me the words were his bedtime stories), and she only put me out of my misery after I frantically searched the archives for information on magical time storks.

“So how does this work?” I scrutinize the details more carefully now. Maybe it’s the moonlight – or what I recall from Quill – but the water’s color shimmers much like healthy time. Everest bends over, elbow-deep in the river. “Does this feed directly into the carousel?”

“Correct,” Everest says, sticking his tongue out to the side as he grabs hold of something underwater. “See, you didn’t even need me to explain.”

“You would’ve saved me a couple hundred years,” I grumble. Everest pulls, and the earth shudders as an enormous shape appears in the river, eventually emerging from wherever it’s been tucked into the ground. It’s long and cylindrical, with sleek metal rods that stick out in either direction to form some kind of stand. As the object rises further, water cascades over sharp blades of rotors.

“A turbine,” Everest clarifies. “It processes what you see in the foam: the ingredients that make up time. Lost thoughts, dreams, memories” – his eyes surreptitiously dart to me – “and regrets.”

I squat closer to the river. Calliope’s neck stretches until her face is right next to mine. I shudder at the proximity, but she’s only looking at the passing scripts with me. There are too many words crisscrossing, but there are legible fragments.

…abandoned bridge…

…farmer’s market…

…mushroom-shaped welcome mat…

It’s a flood of lives. I feel it then, a shift in energy that gives way to unending awe. Suddenly, I want to inch away, afraid of what the river may reveal to me. Would I see words that remind me of Sunday mornings at the breakfast table, fighting Nova over who gets the last piece of bacon? Of going on morning runs through campus with my father, or my mother massaging oil into my scalp, telling me she loves me more than the whole world? Of long nights at the hospital and lower back pain, but also the exhilaration of doing what I’d dreamed of doing, of being where I was supposed to be?

Everest continues, “This is time. A collection of moments, things we forget, things we treasure, pieced together until it forms a pretty little mosaic. Well, not so pretty for some people.”

I swallow, unable to find the words. “So how do you– Wait, put your shirt back on!”

Everest’s shirt lands next to me before I get the words out. My skin heats at the sight of his bare chest and corded arms, glistening with droplets of water. Thank God for the night and my dark brown skin. Next to me, Calliope makes a noise that sounds suspiciously like a chuckle.

“I’m about to make time; stop telling me what to do,” Everest says.

I flush. “And do you have to be naked for that?”

He winks at me. “No, but I look a lot better this way.”

Any retort dies on my tongue, because in the next second, Everest leans forward, the muscles in his back rippling as he holds onto the turbine and turns.

The entire river shifts.

It’s unbelievable because I’m still rooted to the rock he told me to sit on. Nothing else appears to move – the flora, the mountains, the dragon indolently swishing her tail from side to side – but the riverbanks constrict and the rivulets that eddy around Everest’s legs twist into thick ropes of water that thread directly into the turbine. The point where the water touches the machinery, touches him, turns so silver that I know this is no longer the work of the moon that watches steadfast amongst the burning stars. The light travels up Everest’s legs and through his entire body until he’s the brightest thing here.

I can’t take my eyes off him.

He is the most focused I’ve ever seen him, a cool mask of intention and purpose. I’ve known what he is, but it’s the first time I’m seeing what he does. It’s difficult to believe that this is the same man who can’t seem to keep a schedule, chases Beam around the fair, and brings me lavender sprigs every year. And it’s a good thing that he’s typically so lax – I don’t know if I’d survive this version of him, of being the sole focus of his attention.

A fierce chill fills the air, the same cold electricity I feel every time I brush my hand against the carousel; except now, it’s overwhelming and intangible, emanating from every pore in his body. There’s a surge of something simultaneously joyous and painful in my chest, and it swells until I’m certain it’s going to crack my ribs open.

“Everest,” I gasp.

He doesn’t hear me but Calliope’s head nudges my hand. I rear back at first until I realize what she’s doing. Her warmth cuts through the sensation, anchoring me to reality. My palm quivers against her warm scales and she loosens a breath on me, heat washing over my skin until it tingles, bringing every hair on my body to attention.

Everest continues churning and now I see how it works, how the thick ropes of water shred into tiny threads that burst from the other end of the turbine. They come together seamlessly, a snake of time that writhes up the hill we came down. Towards the carousel.

Four hundred and eighty-seven years and I’ve never seen this. I should feel silly and naive, but I can’t bring myself to move past the wonder of this moment. The understanding of what I’m seeing in front of me, of the god churning time in a river filled with haunts and dreams, is beyond the scale of normal human emotion, or whatever I am now. I’m lifted out of my body, tears marring the world, and just as a sob tears through my throat, Everest stops.

The light fades, the river reverts to its original state. Calliope shifts away like she hasn’t just tended to my sanity during one of the more remarkable moments of my ancient existence. Everest turns, concern flickering across his face. He rushes towards me, water splashing my feet.

“Are you okay?” His hands rest on either side of my lap. “Fuck, that was too much, wasn’t it?”

“No,” I say, even though I’m dizzy. The edges of his face blur, but his eyes remain sharp, studying mine. “How did you…that was…”

His dimples emerge as he smiles. “Careful, or you might say something nice about me, doc.”

“Not about you,” I protest, frowning as a bone-weary fatigue rocks my body. Suddenly, I lose balance and flop forward, but he’s there to catch me. His arms wrap around my waist and he chuckles into my ear.

“Time for bed.”

My consciousness fades as quickly as the light from his body. I’m lifted into the air, tucked against his chest.

The last thing I hear is the steady drum of his heartbeat, lulling me to sleep.

I wake up to a ghost sitting at the foot of my bed.

“God, Ender, don’t do that!” I say, pulling the covers to my chin. He’s hovering by my side, curly hair pushed back to reveal a face filled with worry. He reaches out as if to touch my head, but I roll away, not prepared for a burst of cold shock from ghostly contact.

Ender floats a safe foot away. “You’ve been out for six days!”

At that, I sit up. My last memories barrel back. The river, the turbine, Everest carrying me back to my tent. The cream blanket on my body is suddenly far too hot, and I shove it off, letting cool air kiss my skin.

“The carousel,” I whisper, horrified.

“Is the same as it was,” Ender says haughtily. “Not that you would know.”

“What’s with the attitude?” I slide out of bed, dimly noting that I’m in my pale-blue nightdress, and I resolve not to think about who changed me into it. Everything else in my tent looks the same as ever – it’s a smaller home, but I chose it for its proximity and unblocked view of the mountain range, which is currently creeping up towards a setting sun.

“She sleeps for nearly a week and asks me what’s with my attitude,” Ender says, appearing on my side. “Beam’s been worried sick. Everest wouldn’t tell us what happened, just that you were tired from time travel, but you’ve never crashed like this before. And then the carousel still being in the state it’s in…”

Everest. I glance around as if expecting him to be here, waiting for me to wake up, but that’s a delirious thought. He’s probably gone to that troll feast or whatever.

“I’m sorry I worried you,” I tell Ender. “Everest and I were working on something to help the carousel. It took the wind out of me, that’s all.”

Ender doesn’t look entirely convinced. “You were thrashing a lot in your sleep, but Geneva said you didn’t have a fever.”

“I don’t get fevers,” I say petulantly, and Ender snorts. Sure, I’m no longer susceptible to mortal illnesses, but the magical sort is fair game, and it’s easier to use human terms to describe symptoms. Regardless, whatever took me out has passed. As my legs adjust to my weight, my senses catch up to me, and my brain clears like the sky after a vicious storm. I’m more alert than ever and give him a bright smile. “Let’s get dinner?”

“One thing first,” Ender says. “Everest asked us to get him the second you wake up.”

I fight to disguise my surprise. “Were you taking shifts?”

“Maybe,” Ender confesses. “I had to yank Beam out of here earlier today.”

For all the evident worry rippling off him, there’s a hint of disappointment on his face. That, combined with the ghosts taking shifts could only mean one thing…

I suck in my cheeks. “Who won?”

Ender looks down at his feet. “Geneva.”

“Of course,” I say, my suspicions confirmed. They were taking bets on when I’d wake. “And what were everyone’s guesses?”

“I said three days after the first twenty-four hours passed.” Ender angrily blows a curl of hair out of his face. “Beam said four. Geneva said seven.”

“She was really counting on me being out,” I comment, heading to my trunk of clothes. I open the lid and pull out black pants and a thick lilac sweater that falls to my knees. Ender turns around to give me privacy as I strip off my nightdress and slip into warmer clothes to complement the chilly night.

“I think Everest gave her a leg up,” Ender says. I finish up the buttons on my pants before heading to my vanity and commencing the fight against my errant curls with a wide-tooth hairbrush. My biological functions, including hair growth, have slowed significantly since attaining effective immortality, but centuries without a proper cut has my hair edging past my waist. It’s well past time for a big post-breakup-worthy chop. “He refused to place a bet, or he would have won.”

“That I would.”

We both turn to see Everest at the entrance, and a part of me softens against my will. “Can I have a minute with Ryka, Ender?” he asks.

Ender mumbles something under his breath but obliges, disappearing through the light-pink drapery of my tent.

“Were the trolls good cooks?” I ask sardonically.

“Yes, they made this soup that reminded me of you,” Everest says. “Made of bitter gourd. Shook up my entire system.”

“Delicious.” I stick my tongue out.

Everest’s voice drops to a teasing cadence. “A taste I’ll never forget.”

He’s incorrigible. I attempt to steer the conversation back to safer territory. “Good thing you haven’t missed much. I’ve been out.”

“I heard. How are you feeling?” Everest asks, as I shift my attention to another section of my hair. “Actually, let me check.”

Before I can stop him, his warm hand encircles mine. He shifts his fingers so they press against the soft hollow of my wrist.

“Heart rate’s a little fast,” he says, and I swear my pulse kicks it up another notch. One quick tug and I take an involuntary step closer to him. His other hand moves up to my head. “You’re sweaty, but your temperature is okay.”

I smack his arm. He had a phase where he was incessant, asking me question after question about medicine but, like most of his obsessions, that one passed fairly quickly. I’m impressed he still remembers anything.

Everest looks so ecstatic, it’s like he’s just crushed his Step 2 exam. “How’d I do?”

“That was an incomplete assessment,” I say, leaning back on my trunk.

“You’re an uncooperative patient,” he complains.

I wave my hairbrush at him. “Then you need to work on your bedside manner.”

His eyes brighten. “We could work on that together.”

Surely, there’s steam coming out of my ears. “Pass. You know what I do want? Answers.”

“I expected no less. Do you have a prepared list written down somewhere?”

“I just woke up, so, no,” I answer, pretending as if he isn’t teasing.

It would’ve been easier if I’d had a moment to jot down all my thoughts, but this impromptu discussion will have to do. Besides, I’m not sure how to ask questions about something I hardly understand. I can’t shake the memory of Everest in the river, of the power that seeped into the very air around me. I’ve spent my tenure as keeper voraciously studying time in the capacity of my role, primarily travel and mending. Seriously, my undergrad physics professor would die from disbelief if she could take one look at my work. But this exposure to Everest’s abilities has opened up possibilities that I wasn’t even aware of.

I’m fascinated.

“You literally create time?” I ask.

His eyes crinkle with confusion. “That’s your question? You knew that.”

“Not really,” I say. “I knew you and your siblings created time and that the river played a role in it. But I thought it was a more abstract process, not that you literally churn time out like it’s butter. You’ve never properly explained.”

He rubs the back of his head. “I guess I thought you knew. You put so much together yourself, and it’s been so long that I forget there are things that may still be unclear.”

Once upon a time, I may have gotten upset with his scattered brain, but I can hardly fault him after five centuries of life myself. Things get hazy when you have an eternity’s worth of information to keep in your brain. Some stuff inevitably falls out.

“What else?” he asks.

I try to wrangle my thoughts into order. “Your siblings all do this too.”

He raises his brows at the lack of a question. “Yup, it’s why we take turns at the fair. The exception is Cyrus. He only deals with fate and hasn’t had a go at this place since Minerva.”

“Because he got stuck in a cave?” I ask, remembering whispers of a story Everest told us a while back.

“Not just any cave. We were playing a prank on our aunt – she orchestrates chaos. Cyrus got stuck in one of her caves and came out…different.” Everest shudders. “Since then, he’s had gifts that none of us can explain. The rest of us dabble in creation.”

“I would hardly call whatever that was dabbling,” I say, watching as his face turns small. I wonder if Cyrus getting stuck in the cave was the end of their relationship, and maybe the other siblings as well. “Were you all ever close?”

Everest falls quiet, and I wonder if this is when he turns the conversation into a joke, or finds a reason to leave. It was apparent from my arrival here that his family is nothing like mine. After I got past my initial anger at him for his outrageously insensitive comments about my desire to go home, I felt bad.

“We were, back when we were children,” he says. “I told you about the dragon egg theft with Cyrus and Sienna. We did stuff like that all the time, but then we grew up and drifted. I know it’s hard for you to understand, given your relationships with your parents and friends, but my mother is different.”

I hold my breath. Everest rarely mentions his siblings, let alone Mother Time herself.

“We have a family home, but it moves with her whims. I don’t even know which realm it’s in now, and I haven’t asked around in a while.” His gaze takes on a glassy, distant look. “I guess it’s harder to stay connected, the older you get.”

And Everest is very, very old.

He’s always seemed so nonchalant about his lack of familial ties, but now I wonder if that’s a bit of a façade. I switch topics, unwilling to scare him away.

“Have you ever shown anyone else time creation?”

“No one currently here,” he says, falling flat on my bed.

“Shoes–” I warn, but he’s already kicking them off.

“It’s a pretty intense experience,” he says. “It requires a lot of energy, and it’s really draining. It knocked you out for a bit there, and it takes even more from the ghosts. As tempted as I am to put Geneva out of commission for a week, I’m not that cruel.”

“You could have warned me,” I say pointedly.

“I honestly didn’t think it would be that bad! The last keeper I showed was fairly unaffected.” He interlocks his fingers behind his head. The mention of a previous keeper is surprisingly irritating. It shouldn’t come as a shock that he’s shared this with someone else before, but it grates on my nerves that I’ve only been let in later, despite begging to know more in my early years. “Normally, my energy is enough on its own, but as you’ve so presciently noted, we’re in need of a lot more.”

“But I didn’t even do anything.”

“You were a necessary ingredient.” He sits up. “Now, I know this is plenty to process, I can already see you getting snappish–”

“I am not snappish!” Actually, I’m bubbling with questions, effervescent. “But I’m not done yet. Where do we even start? How does the water bind to time? Is it old time that’s being recycled, since you’re using existing memories and regrets? Or is time infinite, since we know all timelines continue to exist?”

The prospect of him answering all my questions is almost too much for me to handle, and the fair mirrors my excitement, sending a wave of rumbling energy our way. It whips my hand to the right, causing me to nearly hit Everest in the head with my hairbrush. Thankfully, his reflexes are sharp, and he swerves out of the way.

“Sorry. Apparently, we’re all too worked up,” I say, pinning my arms to my sides. “But seriously, what even is ‘new’ time, since we don’t harbor concepts of the past and future? How long have you–”

A silver blur flies into the tent, stopping just an inch from my face.

“Beam!” I say impatiently. “Now is not the best–”

“So glad to see you’re okay,” Beam says, and the mood turns as she looks nervously between Everest and me. This isn’t just a case of her missing me. “And beyond distraught that Geneva won again, I’m telling you if she keeps tallying–”

“You’re babbling,” Everest says, making the same note of her worrying energy.

Beam purses her lips. “You both need to come now.”

Everest is already putting his shoes back on.

“What is it?” I ask, clenched with unease. All questions about time-making have been filed away for later.

Beam leans in as if this is a secret that she can’t fathom speaking out loud. “Something came out of the carousel.”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Beam has a tendency to leave out the most important details.

Example: the time a new ghost crossed into the fair on the night of the eclipse, the one evening a year when the ghosts are as close to alive as they will ever be. She told us that she saw him enter through the woods, meandering towards the celebrations. She left out that he was carrying an axe and looked quite vengeful.

I don’t know why I thought today would be any different.

The fair’s energy churns like a tidal bore, its rumble foretelling something sinister ahead. As Everest and I race towards the carousel, parting the hordes of ghosts pointing not at the black crevices in the rotten loom, but down below, I register that it’s not something that’s fallen out of the carousel.

It’s someone.

A woman, to be precise. Long, Black arms stretch across the dew-kissed grass. She’s in a yellow lace-trim dress that has miraculously remained in a respectable position, held in place by her knees. The style of her clothing makes it seem like she could’ve come from my time, but it’s hard to tell with the way fashion trends cycle in and out. Beaded braids fan either side of her head, which is face-down (this reminds me so much of my many a split lip from time travel), and very still.

“Is she dead?” I whisper, recognizing just how thoroughly any medical training has abandoned me. I’ve met a few humans at the fair, but they’ve been mostly healthy (at least physically) questers trying to make a wish like I did, not potential patients. I should be rushing to this woman’s side, checking her pulse and breathing, but I can’t bring myself to move. Questions scurry through my brain like mice under experimentation: Who is she? How did she get here? Why is she here? What does this mean?

“She’s definitely breathing,” Geneva says to my right.

Everest walks over to the woman and studies her back, as if it’ll help him divine answers. “Who saw her appear?”

“I did,” Keshav says, then clears his throat when Geneva snaps towards him. “I mean, we did. We were out on a stroll and we saw the carousel…shudder.”

Every ghost present shivers.

“We rushed over here, of course, and she was just there,” he finishes.

“Should we get her a blanket?” Ender asks quietly. “It’s cold, and she’s been lying on wet grass.”

That jolts me out of my stupor. “We have no manners,” I say, joining Everest by the woman. At this point, I’ve run through all scenariow in which this could go wrong. Almost everyone here is already dead, and Everest is as powerful as the universe itself. “Someone get her a blanket and warm clothes, we might need to clear a tent for her as well.”

There’s an instant uproar.

“She’s going to stay here?” Iris asks. Today, she’s in a long dress with a thigh-high slit. “But she’s alive!”

“We have human questers come here all the time. You’re more than happy to accommodate them.”

“Yes, but they work to get here,” someone else says. “And we have to be nice to them in case they’re our new keeper.”

“Oh, is that why you were all so kind to me?” I ask drily. I had a less-than-warm reception to the fair, largely because I’d swung a broken tree branch right through the first ghost I saw. You’d think more questers would act on self-defense instincts, but no, I was referred to as the wannabe Horace Goldin for a long time, the nickname passed on even as some of the ghosts moved on to other resting places.

Geneva gives me a pointed look. “Maybe we’d remember how to treat humans if one had shown up in the last century.”

She loves reminding me that the carousel, frustrated with my continued dismissal of questers, has stopped sending them along all together. As if it were a god displeased with the lack of sacrifice.

I wave her off. “That’s a conversation for the higher-ups.”

“Me?” Everest says with a laugh. “I’m happy with the arrangements as they stand.”

“Of course you are,” Geneva grumbles, looking between us. “The two of you continue to enable each other–”

“And we’re going off topic.” I don’t particularly love interrupting Geneva, but she often forgets that she isn’t in charge anymore. “If we don’t let this lovely woman stay here, what would you all suggest we do with her instead?”

“Throw her out of the bounds,” someone calls.

“And leave her to die?” another ghost says, and suddenly, they’re all yelling over one another.

“She won’t die–”

“It’s below freezing at night, and she’s dressed in a pillowcase!”

“Okay, it’s not that hard to give her a damn sweater.”

“What about shoes, Boyshev? Do you want to give her your boots?”

“My boots won’t fit; she’s got small little feet–”

“We’re not going to throw her out of the fair,” I say firmly. This dimension is made up of the fair, and some of the surrounding exterior, but it’s largely wilderness, unless you count the mountains. And no one ever goes up those – if the journey doesn’t kill you, Mother Time’s magical garden up there might.

Iris says, “We could throw her into the carousel.”

“We’re not throwing her into a rotten carousel,” I say sharply. My muscle memory kicks in and I place trembling fingers on her pulse, acutely aware of the fact that this is the first person I’m touching in forever. Everest does not count. There’s a slow but steady heartbeat that loosens my stiff shoulders. I need to check her eyes for signs of a concussion, but I don’t want to conduct a full examination out here with an audience. “Obviously, I will work on returning her to wherever she’s from, but I’m not going to do that on our first trip back in. With the nature of the recent rot, we need to be well prepared.”

“Do you think this is related?” Beam whispers.

Necks crane towards us. Beam’s question is certainly present on everyone’s mind. I answer loudly, “The rot and the woman are probably related, but we need to come up with a plan. Until then, she stays. Any issues?”

I look straight at Everest, probably reeking of despair. He doesn’t typically get involved with more prickly fair matters, but I need all the backing I can get on this one.

“I vote she stays,” he says.

“Me too,” Beam chimes in. “And Ender, as well.”

Geneva points a long finger at me and makes a beckoning motion. Sighing, I follow her a safe distance from the crowd.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” she barks once we’re out of hearing range, even though I’m certain one or more of the ghosts is edging closer in the hopes of eavesdropping for the team. It’s nothing they haven’t heard before.

I fold my arms. “Not particularly.”

“That attitude will be the end of you,” Geneva scolds. “If only you’d have listened to me all those years ago, we wouldn’t be in this position.”

“You think she’s here because I take Ender and Beam with me on trips?” I argue. “Or because of my mending techniques?”

“It could be!” Geneva yells. “You’ve never stopped to think about all these changes you’ve made and the impact they could have. The fair is angry with you; can’t you tell?”

Geneva had tried mentoring me to be a “good keeper”, but young Ryka was defiant and angry and refused to do things the “old way”. Geneva took this very personally, and she’s never let it go, even though I’ve made it abundantly clear that I do respect her knowledge and experience. I just happen to disagree with her on a thing or two.

“Look, I’m doing the best that I can, based on what I know,” I plead. “And I’m going to need your support so everyone doesn’t lose it. You can talk a big game all you want, but you wouldn’t throw an innocent person out. You know you wouldn’t.”

Geneva mutters something under her breath in Mandarin, and I actively try to not translate. But despite how much she disagrees with my decisions, I’ve watched her care for new questers and humans. Her heart is softer than she’d like people to believe.

She orders me back to the crowd with a strong jerk of her chin and I quietly obey, picking my battles.

“I fear I cannot let this girl turn into an icicle either,” Geneva declares to the group.

I breathe a silent sigh of relief. There’s a definite thread of discontent in some of the murmurs, but most ghosts have bought in. It’s hard to go up against Everest, Geneva, and me.

Ender brings back a blanket from my tent.

“What did I miss?” he asks, panting.

Everest takes the cover-up and spreads it over the woman’s back before answering. “Nothing, just doc wrangling in the troops.”

Ender looks deflated. “Did I miss a vote?”

“I voted for you,” Beam says.

“How would you know what my vote would be?” Ender asks, adjusting his glasses.

“You would never vote against Everest,” Beam reminds him.

Everest leans in towards me. “Should we move her?”

“Yeah, we can put her in the spare tent behind mine for now,” I say, feeling a sharp pang of sympathy for this stranger.

How terrifying it will be for her to wake up here, stolen from her time and place. I don’t know where she’s from, but unlike the questers, she hasn’t come here by choice. There’s a kinship with her that I wasn’t expecting to feel, and I resolve to make sure she goes home where she belongs. As I turn her over to her side, her face is revealed inch by inch: a strong nose, a delicate jawline. Her lips are lightly glossed, and a soft gold powder illuminates her cheekbones.

“She looks around my age,” I say. “My human age, I mean.”

“She looks like she was headed to Sunday brunch,” Everest comments.

I scoff. “Who taught you about brunch?”

With his nose upturned, and that smartass smile, he’s the picture of arrogance. “I like to stay up to date with food-centric events across the dimensions.”

He’s never shown the slightest bit of interest in mortal-realm terminology, but maybe this is a fleeting hyperfixation given his obsession with the troll culinary scene. “Everest, do you want to carry–”

I’m midway through my sentence when the woman’s eyes fly open. A strong hand wraps around my wrist, and I’m too caught off guard to move when her jaw unhinges.

She screams.

Honestly, the scream is pretty impressive.

I think she’s going to stop after a few seconds, once she’s processed that I’m a non-threatening human woman sitting by her side, but then she notices the ghosts.

That’s when things start getting out of control.

“What the fuck?” she yells, scrambling backwards until her back hits the edge of the carousel. She winces in pain.

“You do not want to go much farther than that,” I tell her calmly, realizing immediately how that could be construed as a threat. Her skin turns ashen, so I point over her head instead. She turns, sees the enormous structure with shimmering blue string hanging above and positively loses it.

Really, I’m the one who needs to work on her bedside manner.

She staggers to her feet and I can tell it’s pure adrenaline fueling her right now. She’s clearly hurt her right leg from the way she’s tilted over, but if the situation isn’t brought under control, she’s going to make a run for it and worsen…well, everything. A part of me wants to turn to the ghosts and say, “See, this is how regular people behave when confronted by a group of spirits,” but the timing isn’t right.

Instead, I raise both hands in a way that I hope is placating. “Can all ghosts please leave?”

We need to reduce the amount of stimulation right now, but not a single translucent person here is capable of following a clear instruction. No, they’re all ogling her like she’s the one who’s not supposed to be real.

“You may not want to mention the ghosts, doc,” Everest murmurs. He slides to my side, flashing her one of his friendliest smiles, guaranteed to make one’s knees wobble. That’s a strictly professional opinion.

“It’s not like she can’t see that they’re not human,” I hiss at him.

Geneva glides between us and the woman, a sly smile curving along her mouth. “At least she hasn’t seen the dragon.”

I’m going to throttle her.

“Oh, my god,” the woman says, and every last bit of color drains from her face.

To my relief, Keshav hobbles over. “Geneva, don’t do that,” he scolds, then tips his hat to our petrified guest. “Please, ignore her, she’s been waiting for something like this to happen forever.”

The woman is sputtering and I can see her slipping into shock. Her muscles lock in anticipation, except she isn’t sure if she should fight or fly. She’s caged on every side; an abnormal carousel to her back and ghosts surrounding her like a supernatural crop circle. It’s your worst nightmare come to life.

“Ender!” I call more sternly and, thankfully, the one ghost I can count upon kicks things into high gear.

“To the main tent, everyone,” he says, before helping Keshav herd Geneva away.

“I’m one of the oldest residents!” Geneva’s fading voice says. “I should be the one to give her a tour!”

Everest turns around to face the rest of the gathered ghosts. “We’ll update everyone at the council meeting tonight.”

Council meeting?

“We haven’t had one of those in decades,” Iris says. “And you never attend.”

“We will have one tonight,” Everest promises loudly. “Now, if you would all please disperse!”

Everest is not one to raise his voice, unlike me, who yells at every opportunity available. It’s nice not having to be the only one in charge, so I’m going to soak it in for however long it lasts. Thankfully, this outburst catches everyone else off guard as well and, slowly but surely, they glide away, stealing glances over their shoulders.

When I look back at the woman, her eyes are lined with water, and I don’t think she’s blinked in several minutes.

“I’m sure you have so many questions,” I say to her gently, taking another step back. “But you’re in shock. We need to get you out of the cold, and I’ll tell you all about–”

“This is the carousel of time,” she whispers.

It’s a miracle that I can make out her voice over the telepathic grumble the carousel lets out. Grouchy old thing.

“Yes?” I say, but it comes out a question. Up close, her pupils are dilated, and there’s an unmistakable sheen on her dark skin. Clear signs of trauma, but that one sentence was crisp, absent of the confusion she no doubt feels. I know the carousel was a legend in my timeline, but that’s not necessarily the case in all of them. “That’s exactly what it is. You knowing about this place makes things much easier.”

Everest’s brows remain furrowed as he studies this woman.

“I assume you didn’t come here on purpose?” I hedge.

The woman stares at me, really sees me this time. She shakes her head.

Sympathy twinges in me. “Well, that’s alright; we’ll make sure you get back to where you’re from,” I assure her. “We need to give the carousel another day or so, and then we’ll be able to–”

Before I can finish, the woman rushes over to the nearest brush and vomits. A foul odor accompanies the sound of her gagging. Everest produces a small towel from behind his back and walks over to her, dangling it in the air.

“I know the carousel from stories,” she says, accepting the towel. Her voice is thin, like her throat is made of paper. “But I can’t remember who told them to me. I can’t remember where I was before this.”

She looks up, braids plastered to her cheeks.

“I don’t know who I am.”
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CHAPTER SIX


We do learn her name later that day. Valentin.

That’s what it says on the gold inscription she wears around her neck. It brings her a small sense of comfort, and she clings to the locket like Calliope holds on to her distaste for me. Until she passes out, that is.

“Well, hopefully, she’ll sleep off some of that panic,” Everest says, corralling me out of the darkened tent where she’s fast asleep and towards the once-in-a-century council meeting I’m being forced to attend. Time travel can knock us out from anywhere between ten hours to three days, and since this was an unexpected first trip, I’m hoping she skews towards the longer end of the scale so we can figure out what to do with her.

The “council” has gathered in the main tent, but it’s a fancy term for any ghosts feeling self-important enough that day. Historically, it’s been called by ghosts who need a quarrel resolved by the peacekeeper (me) and ends up being a short session where we come up with some sort of compromise to satiate all parties. Unfortunately, Valentin’s appearance and the carousel’s deterioration has everyone wanting to chime in.

If the carousel is like the fair’s brain, whirling with intrusive thoughts, the main tent, currently sporting emerald-green stripes, is its heart. Today, it’s cold as ice.

“Can we get some fire in here?” I ask out loud. The fair’s conscience hums around me, but it’s muted. I stare at the hearth, which is normally ablaze, but today it sputters with effort. Around it stand at least twenty ghosts, ranging from perturbed to distressed.

“I don’t think we’re going to get much warmth,” Everest says. I swear the fair sniffles at his remark, before a tiny flame sparks to life.

“Thank you,” I say to the fair, rattled by its painful display of something so typically commonplace as a fire. What’s next? Our food? Time travel? The fair itself? The possibilities of catastrophes build like a looming avalanche. “I left Valentin to rest, but we should include her in future discussions.”

“I don’t care about her,” Iris sniffs. “What’s going to happen to the carousel?”

“I’m going to make a trip tomorrow,” I say. “See if I can figure out what’s going on.”

“We are,” Everest says, catching me off guard.

“Wait, since when do you join?” Ender asks. Every ghost looks just as surprised.

Everest shrugs. “I told Ryka I’d be joining back when the rot first spread.”

“He did,” I confirm hesitantly. Deciding not to draw more attention to his involvement in our affairs, I continue. “As most of you may know, this degree of rot is unprecedented.”

“Most of us don’t know,” Ender says. It’s true: most of the ghosts are more recent occupants of the fair. They tend to cycle in and out of resting places as they grow bored. Only a few, like Beam, Ender, and Keshav have been here longer than me, and even they arrived during Geneva’s reign as keeper. The history of this place is infinite, impossible to learn in full. “We only let the knots remain for too long once, when…well, you know. And the fair’s magic slowed down.”

I shift uncomfortably. I’d refused to go into the carousel to treat a rot in my early, early days. I’d been so worn out from the unexpected transition in my life that I’d sat back and rejected the part of my personality that obsessively follows instructions in favor of saying ‘no’. You’d think that was growth meant to be rewarded, but the fair suffered as a result – the candles quenched, the insular warmth of the tents dissipated, and to Beam’s distress, we had no cotton candy. That had been enough for her to beg me to go do my job.

“That was one teeny tiny knot,” Geneva says. “This is a whole infection! I don’t think our problem will be as minute as suffering through a bit of a chill.”

“The issue is so widespread, it could threaten the stability of our entire dimension,” Keshav says quietly. “Maybe more than ours.”

“Did you not hear?” Iris asks. “My arm has been disappearing! My timeline is collapsing.”

All eyes turn to where she’s pointing at her right arm, which looks exactly the same as her left.

Ender peers at it. “It is a little more transparent.”

“Am I more transparent?” Beam says, frowning down at herself.

“I see no difference,” Geneva snips.

“I saw Iris’s arm flicker last night!” another ghost says.

“Me too!”

“We’ll keep an eye on the arm,” I interrupt as the paranoia around me balloons. I hear other ghosts worry about vanishing heads and try not to crumble. It’s not just the carousel I’ve been responsible for – it’s the fair and its residents as well. Everest may be around now, but the burden of their worries, their pain, has always fallen on me and, right now, it’s growing too heavy to bear. “And come to me if anything else goes wrong.”

“What happens if our realm collapses?” Beam asks, voice trembling. “What happens to Everest?”

“I suspect Everest will be alright,” Keshav says, clearing his throat. Even he looks anxious, which sends Geneva careening off the edge.

“You need to get this under control,” she erupts at me. Everyone straightens, sensing the storm to come.

“I am,” I hiss. “You could be more help instead of picking everything apart. You used to do this; you should understand!”

“Nothing like this happened under my reign!”

“You were keeper for a fraction of the time!”

“I could use some popcorn,” Everest jokes out loud to the fair.

“Shut up,” Geneva and I tell him in unison. He covers his mouth with a hand, and I force myself to take deep, long breaths. At the very least, Geneva could doubt my leadership in private, but she’s never been particularly open to that feedback. I know I’m right: I’ve held this role the longest and that comes with handling countless hiccups.

“We are going around in circles, so I vote to adjourn for today,” I declare, forcing my shoulders back despite every instinct to curl inwards. “Keshav, Quill, and I will continue our research at the archives, and Everest will, uh, be accompanying us into the carousel tomorrow morning. Let’s hold our theories until we gather more information, alright?”

“We’re doomed,” Iris mutters, and everyone around her looks equally dejected.

I scowl, emulating the confidence of every single white male peer, intern, and resident that I’ve ever had to work with. “Come on, now, have I ever let you down?”

The next morning arrives so abruptly, I barely remember my head hitting the pillow.

When I find Everest waiting outside my tent, I wonder if it hit something harder instead. I know he said he’d be here this morning, but his follow-through record is abysmal.

“I’m worried about Valentin,” I confess, sleep sweeping into my eyes like sawdust. Stepping outside is a shock to the system, the bitter cold wrapping around my bones like snakes on a staff. We typically dress light for time travel, so a thin cardigan is all I’ve slung over my long-sleeve shirt and trousers.

“She’s going to be fine,” Everest says. He’s a couple steps behind me, walking between Beam and Ender as we head towards the carousel. Daylight’s imprints are felt across the sky; the dark violet is a softer purple, and the pure-white stars wink out one by one. I study the halo of light around the mountain range.

“I just hope Keshav stows her in the archives if she happens to wake up early,” I say. “And if she doesn’t wake up, then he needs to keep a close eye on Iris and Geneva. Those two are up to no good; she’s a shiny new plaything.”

Everest gives my shoulder a reassuring rub. “You can’t plan for every possible scenario, doc.”

I glance over at him. “Of course I can. How do you think I’ve lasted this long as keeper?”

“By chasing all prospective successors away?” Ender asks.

“And with our help,” Beam says.

I start walking backwards, facing my companions. “You both are getting too mouthy now that we have a fourth passenger. Please remind him of the rules.”

“I know the rules,” Everest says, amused.

I ignore him. “Rule number one.”

“Leave before the string shrinks,” Beam says.

“Rule number two.”

“Prepare for all scenarios,” recites Ender.

“Rule number three.”

“No interference with the timeline,” they say together.

I ignore the lump of guilt that rises to my throat at the memory of the trinkets I’ve swiped on countless trips.

“I think I can remember those, thank you,” Everest says sarcastically.

“There’s one more,” I say.

Beam and Ender exchange a glance. I look at them expectantly.

“No talk of Everest,” Ender mumbles under his breath.

Everest frowns. “Well, that one can’t be valid when I’m coming along.”

I give him a smug smile, then spin to face the path. “I don’t see why not.”

I don’t tend to get nervous before time travel anymore, but the tainted carousel does catch me more off guard than usual. Every day, I keep thinking it’ll miraculously heal itself, but it’s stayed relatively stagnant, like a chronic, festering wound. Nothing about the carousel feels the way it typically does either, open and rife with the possibilities of adventure. I can usually sense it chittering away, but right now its senses are stifled, like a clogged artery. Up close, I scrutinize the embroidery of blackened string blockage. Typically, we tie our Everest-manufactured string to the piece with the rot and use it to slip into the affected area.

Today, I don’t know where to begin. I spent the last day in the archives consulting with Quill and Keshav, and we identified numerous branching points using some of my research on the proximity between timelines. The thing with time is that it’s all interlinked, non-linear, and overlapping. There isn’t one point of inception from which this has all spread.

We have to do what I hate most: take a leap of faith.

“Where do we think we’re going?” I ask, stepping into the little routine I still have control over. Everest hands me the end of the string we made together. It’s so cold it burns my palm, but ignoring how it sears my flesh, I wind it around my right hand and slip it between one of the rotted threads.

“Egypt would be cool,” Ender says. “We didn’t spend as long as I wanted in that Pharaoh’s tomb.”

Beam shudders. “Yuck. No. I want somewhere spacious, where we can breathe.”

“You don’t breathe.”

“With waterfalls,” Beam continues. “Greenery. Not mummies.”

I’ve got the string pretty much ready to go. I look at Everest, who’s watching my hands so closely I start sweating. “What about you?” I ask him.

Does he already know? Would he tell us? What if he has knowledge of how all of this will play out? Is that why he’s insisted on coming, because it’s just a game?

Everest reaches out to touch the small of my back.

“Why don’t we find out?” he says.

We’re sucked into the carousel before I can utter another word.

We fall out in a pile, with me at the bottom, of course.

Everest groans as he rolls off me, while Beam and Ender snap to attention. I’m on my feet in seconds as well, scoping out our surroundings. The carousel typically does a good job of depositing us away from people, but after the underwater cave incident, I’m extremely wary about what it considers a safe starting position.

“No one told me this hurts,” Everest says, rubbing his head. “Where are we?”

“Definitely no tomb or open field,” I say.

We’re in the middle of a giant bedroom: a large, canopied bed sitting under a raised dome ceiling covered with painted lattice work. Every inch of this place is magnificent; from the intricate embroidery on the bed coverings to the pierced-stone screen that divides the chamber in half. There are two doors on opposite walls, both equally foreboding in their dark hues, and it feels like Janus, the god of doorways, is balancing our choices in front of us.

I would like to pick neither.

“I don’t think Valentin is from here,” Beam says, studying the walls of the room. No electrical outputs, but there are lanterns placed around the chamber, their fire extinguished given the sunlight streaming in through the window.

Ender floats over to look outside. “No, definitely not. Based on the architecture, I think we’re in the Mughal Empire.”

No destination surprises me, but I was expecting there to be a clearer connection between Valentin and the rot. The issue must be far more widespread than I’d ever imagined – I wonder what the threads are that link a Black woman with an American accent to an empire in 1500s India.

“No point getting distracted,” I say, looking down at the thread. It’s undoubtedly leading us outside this bedroom. “We stick to our normal plan and we can debrief on our findings once we’re back.”

Everest starts walking over to the door. I lurch into his path. “Where do you think you’re going?”

He points to where the thread vanishes under the door. “Following this out?”

It’s a miracle that my eyes don’t fall out of my head. “No interference with the timeline,” I remind him. “Someone could be walking out there as we speak. Did you even think about that? Actually, you know what, don’t answer. It’s best if you follow; we have a process here.”

Cultivated over centuries of practice, but he seems to get the point.

“Lead the way, then,” Everest says, stepping aside.

“Ender,” I say, spinning to find the ghost watching us with a bemused expression. “Please, go scout.”

Ender gives me a small salute with his non-threaded hand, then vanishes without a word, leaving a line of time behind him.

“So, we’re probably in India,” Everest says, drawing out his words with the anticipation of Beam asking for more cotton candy. “Where abouts?”

“I have no idea,” I murmur, trying to wrangle my urge to pace. Something about the air feels wrong, like that claustrophobic sense from the carousel has followed us here.

“Do you think we’re near West Bengal?”

I straighten, surprised. My parents were born near Kolkata, and we spent several summers there visiting my grandparents. “Didn’t think you remembered I was from there.”

He’s busy examining every inch of the room, so his back’s turned to me when he says. “It would be cool to end up there. Then you could show me around.”

“It’s not much to look at,” I confess, even though that’s not entirely true. Sure, my grandparents lived in small apartments that pale next to the grandeur of Mother Time’s mansion, but those summers were magical. I remember the hot sun glinting off crowded concrete pavements, the smell of my grandma’s famous prawn curry, and the restless bustle of the street markets my mom would take me to. All places I’ll never go again. “Besides, even if we did end up in the right place and decades, we can’t go on any excursions.”

“Says who?” Everest asks. “We could borrow extra string, take a gander around your childhood haunts.”

“While the sentiment is charming, you’re going to give me palpitations,” I tell him, each passing second weighing on me. Something about this whole trip feels wrong.

Everest does not share the same concern. “Are you telling me I have an effect on your heart?”

“Palpitations are cause for concern.” I give him a look that hopefully broadcasts ‘Not now’. “Which is precisely what I’m feeling at the moment. Can we please stay focused on the task?”

“That’s boring.” Unperturbed, Everest collapses on the perfectly made bed. “Wow, this is softer than I expected.”

I march over to him and pull him off, straightening the covers beneath him. A prickle of unease is starting to spread through me; secretly, I love having Everest around at the fair, but his unpredictable temperament makes me wonder if he would have been better left behind on this trip. “Make your presence neither felt nor heard.”

Beam is busy peering at the line of unlit camphor candles sitting on a decorative chest. “Thank god it didn’t bring us here at night. These are never effective.”

“We wouldn’t need a candle when we have you,” Everest says, sitting on the floor. “You’re enough to light up this entire palace.”

Beam blushes. “My glow isn’t as strong as Ender’s yet. He says I’m like a dying flashlight.”

Everest waves her off. “He can be Ryka’s lamp and we can pair up. I bet you we’d find the object quicker than them. Hey, we should race!”

“We will not be racing.” I gesture at him to shush as I listen through the door. Ender is usually back within a minute with a report on what lies outside. “We will not be splitting up; we will follow the plan.”

“But what if something goes wrong?” Everest asks.

“Nothing will go wrong if you listen.”

Ender appears through the door, inches away from my face.

“You have that expression that I don’t like,” I say. “How bad is it?”

“Well, the string leads to a palace room,” Ender says. “Where they’re currently holding court. The walls and ceiling have this floral mosaic, and your eye will go there because of all the color, but you have to pay attention to the stone inlays once we get inside. The–”

“That sounds lovely,” I say impatiently. The clock is ticking. “But back to court, please. What’s happening there?”

Ender blinks the excitement out of his eyes, and it’s replaced by deep resignment. “They’re playing music.”

“That’s all you remember?” Beam asks angrily. “What kind of music? What are they wearing? After all these years, we finally end up at a party and you didn’t even pay attention to–”

“We can delve into all details of the event at our debrief,” I say. They can’t tell me I’m not an equal-opportunity interrupter. “Where does the string lead?”

Ender hesitates. “That’s the bad news. It kind of…goes into someone’s pocket?”

“What?” The string has never led to a human being, unless said human has been swallowed by time. There are methods to release them – it helps that they’re usually babies or folks who are thoroughly under the influence – without being seen. But for the carousel to lead us to someone in the present…I’m not sure I know what that would look like, or what we’re expected to do.

“I tried to see if it extends past him, but I’m certain it ends in his pocket,” Ender says.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

Everest starts flicking at the lamp next to him, a glassy clink puncturing the quiet. “Is this so surprising? I’d expect things to be different than usual, considering the circumstances.”

“Stop that,” I tell him, pointing at his hand. The sound is digging into my nerves, and I need quiet to parse through my anxiety, to think straight. “We have to wait it out. Let the court conclude, then we follow whoever it is until they fall asleep. Look in their pocket then.”

“I don’t know if we can,” Beam says, looking at the thread. “What if the celebrations take too long? What Ender’s described could go all night.”

Everest walks towards the door. “Beam is right. We need to go there now.”

My jaw drops. “Are you out of your mind? We can’t be seen out there.”

Everest folds his arms. “Why not?”

“Multiple reasons, the biggest one being that it’s interference,” I say, looking to Beam and Ender for support. They don’t meet my eye, but they can’t possibly be entertaining Everest’s preposterous idea. “We can’t just walk out there, we would be–”

The door to our back swings open.

I dive under the bed, years of honing my time travel instincts helping me slide out of view before my brain has a chance to catch up. My knee jams against the bedpost and I nearly bite my tongue off to keep from crying out. Unfortunately, this refined skillset does not extend to the time god who stands statuesque to face our intruders.

For a heartbeat, I consider yanking him by his ankle, but it’s already too late. I wait, an array of disastrous scenarios unfolding in the darkest parts of my brain when Everest says, “Oh, hello there.”

There’s a confused “I thought you said it would be empty!” spoken in fluent Persian by a man with a low voice, gravely like a desert storm. There’s a flash of silver light followed by two resounding thumps. From my hiding place, I note the unmistakable sight of two bodies splayed on the floor, feet from me. Everest’s boots turn to face me and he says, far too cheerily, “You can come out now.”

Elbows scraping against the rough floor, I drag myself out from under the bed.

“What are you doing?” I hiss, looking at the two strangers lying unconscious on the ground. They’re both dressed for the resplendent evening Ender described; the man in a bright ochre pajama-style pant that fans against the ground, and a woman in a complementary green lehenga choli. A gauze dupatta is pinned to her hair with bejeweled clips. Ender and Beam are already hovering over them, studying the fine embroidery on the woman’s skirt.

“What would you have had me do?” Everest asks. “Hide under the bed, like you?”

“Yes!” I yell, all while trying to drown out the sound of my heartbeat thundering in my chest. This is bad. This is so, so bad. We have directly interfered with the timeline in a way I’ve never even come close to in the past. I half expect the room around us to fall away, or the thread wrapped around my hand to disintegrate. I sway dangerously, but Everest steadies me with a touch to the shoulder.

“Breathe,” he tells me gently. “I’ve got a plan.”

“Plan?” I wheeze. “What plan?”

He runs a finger down the thread of time that runs along the floor, then gives it a tug. He looks up at me and smiles. “Patience. Get changed into her clothes.”

He couldn’t possibly mean…

“You want me to swap places with her?” I squeal, looking between him and the woman, half-wondering if their fainting spell is infectious. How can he stand there so calmly, asking me to put on her clothes?

“Yes, I’ve always wanted to see you in this shade of green,” he says pleasantly. “It’ll bring out your eyes.”

“I’ll bring out your–”

“It’s called making use of an opportunity,” Everest continues, spotting his demise sketched across my face. “Do you have a better idea?”

The back of my neck prickles under the weight of premonition. Just then, footsteps sound at the other door. I tense, prepared to leap to…I don’t even know where, when Everest tiptoes across the room. Beam and Ender flock to me, but to my horror, Everest goes towards the door.

There’s a muffled voice outside, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. He reaches down, touching the thread where it snakes under the doorframe, and there’s a shimmer of power there. The voices fall silent, and all I can hear is my heart hammering against my ribs.

“What is he doing?” I whisper. Beam crouches behind my leg, and Ender shivers next to me.

“Everest,” I hiss, panic rising in me as if we’re in a locked room that’s steadily being filled with water. “Everest, what are you–”

He ignores me and opens the door.

Outside, a white man stands, looking dazed and confused. He’s wearing a dark-green cylindrical hat paired with a matching cassock, ornate gold buttons down the front.

“Please, come in,” Everest says, as if he’s hosting him for tea. He closes the door behind the priest, directs him to lie down next to the unconscious pair of court attendees, then bends to swap the thread wrapped around his hand with the one on the floor.

“We’ve got maybe thirty minutes before they come to their senses,” he says casually, starting to unbutton his shirt. “I suggest you get changed.”

“What did you just do?” I ask.

Everest shrugs. “It’s not interference if we take their place. And in the meantime, they’ll hold on to our timeline for us.”

He swapped our timeline with theirs.

“I didn’t know you could do that.” Anger spikes in me, hot and volatile. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Do you want me to share an eternity’s worth of my tricks with you?” he asks, dragging the man behind the stone screen.

“Yes!” I say. “That’s exactly what I expect when you come along with–”

“Less talking, more doing, doc,” he says, disappearing behind the screen. “I’m only here to preserve your modesty, so if you would please hurry up.”

I’m stiff as stone. All of this feels so wrong, the same way that the tip of an iceberg spells a mountain of terror underneath. The carousel is sentient, as is time, and the coincidence of the line ending with a person, of being walked in on by not one but two people, feels like a message that I can’t begin to decode. “I’m not going to do this.”

“Then I’ll do it alone!” he calls. More clothes hit the ground. The woman is lying there, her face a pleasant mask.

“Maybe you should listen to him,” Beam says gently. “I don’t know if we’ll get to the object otherwise, and this way, we’ll have an entry point.”

“But how are we supposed to blend in there?” With how long we’ve been doing this, I’ve developed fluency in most languages, but I still can’t embody a native. “We don’t know the customs or the people; we’ll stick out right away. We can’t just walk out there.”

Everest emerges from behind the screen, and if I weren’t filled with such broiling anger, I would have burst into laughter at the sight of him in the Jesuit uniform.

“It’s best if you follow, not lead,” he says smugly, completely oblivious to how I’ve got panic oozing out of my every pore. “Now, are you coming or not?”

I’m going to kill him later.

The only thing worse than the idea of going out there dressed in a hypnotized dancer’s outfit is the thought of sitting in the room while Everest is unleashed upon this unsuspecting court. I start having trouble breathing the second we step out into the carved hallway, and the last dredges of control slip away. The corridor shrinks and the godforsaken blouse I’ve squeezed into cuts off my circulation.

Everest walks a few feet ahead, telling me to stick by Beam and Ender. I’m bristling from the order, but my body won’t obey my commands anymore. I’m starting to dissociate. The shadows on the floor creep at my heels like tailing assassins, and my throat feels as though there’s a blade at my neck, a nick away from letting me bleed out on the floor.

“It’s okay, Ryka,” Beam assures me. She’s doing her best not to touch me – Ender, too – but the hairsbreadth between us is useless. I need air, I need to leave, I need to–

We step out into the court and I drown in an ocean of sensation.

I can’t even pinpoint when I’m swallowed by the crowd. We’re surrounded by droves of people in splashes of red, orange, and yellow, kohl-lined eyes viewing me through organza dupattas, and painted lips shaped into words I can’t discern. A few feet from us, a group of dancers moves to a percussion-heavy rhythm, so alluring I nearly lose a step and trip over a passerby’s foot.

“Sorry,” I say in Persian, my pronunciation rusty enough that it draws a suspicious glance from a woman. My chest tightens and I spin, searching for Everest, who’s vanished from sight.

“Ender’s with him,” Beam says, her cold touch pressed to my side. “Watch the string; see, it’s glowing there by your feet.”

I follow her instructions, grateful for the shining blue threading across the room. As I trace its path, my gaze falls on the emperor, who looks like he’s wearing molten gold. His throne is equally exquisite, exerting an aura nearly as formidable as Calliope. I anchor my thoughts to the dragon, thinking of the hypnotic blend of colors in her eyes.

I can do this. I can get out of this situation. I just need to follow the string, locate the object, and find Everest.

The music ends abruptly.

I still. Beam freezes next to me, as does everyone else.

“Thank you all for attending our celebrations this evening,” the emperor says. His voice is melodic, soft like honey. To my horror, I find Everest lingering dangerously close to the ruler. Ender floats near him, and upon capturing my gaze, points furiously to his right. I follow his indication to see a telling sparkle of blue leading right up to the emperor’s closest advisor. My heart feels as though it’s been trampled by a baby elephant.

“We will continue with the proceedings shortly, but first, my advisor has an announcement to make.”

His advisor steps forward, and it’s unmistakable: the string dips straight into his pocket.

“Let’s go,” I whisper to Beam, before starting to snake my way through the back. There’s a low chatter throughout the chamber, so no one pays us any mind as we curve along the room until we’re able to find a clear path forward. I don’t know how we’re supposed to get to the advisor, not when he’s that close to the emperor, but the string around my hand is tightening, digging into my calloused palm.

“We have information that an assassin has infiltrated the palace this evening,” the advisor says, and I stop in my tracks. Beam crashes into me and my body gives an involuntary shudder that would have caught everyone’s attention if commotion didn’t break out at the advisor’s words.

“Where’s the killer!” someone cries.

“On this holy night,” another exclaims. “May God deliver them the greatest punishment.”

Across the room, Everest’s face does something funny, wearing an expression I’ve rarely seen on him. Fear.

“What is he doing?” I whisper to Beam amidst the chaos.

She swallows, watching with me as Everest jerks his head to the right. “I think he’s telling us to leave.”

Ender swoops towards us. “You need to leave,” he confirms, giving Beam a small push. “Everest will meet you back at the room, but something is not right.”

Just then, the advisor cries, “The assassin is there, the one in the green lehenga!”

And as luck would have it, he’s pointing right at me. Every eye in the room turns in my direction. I take one step back, then another.

Ender gives me a corporeal shove.

“Run, Ryka!”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


It’s one thing for me to interact with other timelines. It’s quite another for a ghost to appear corporeal before a massive audience.

“I’ll distract them!” Ender screams, his silver-grey body throbbing from the energy expended to appear visible and usher me out into the palace hallway. Ender wobbles above heads, drawing the attention of every guard, performer, and royal in the room. One second later, he drifts to the floor and turns invisible.

“Beam!” I whisper-yell.

“I got it,” she cries, rushing to Ender’s side. “Now go!”

This time, I run.

“Jinn!” someone screams behind me before the entire place implodes. The assassin has long been forgotten in favor of an actual spirit, and I’m miraculously left to sprint down the stone corridors, footsteps muted under the sound of the hullabaloo. The string around my hand tugs hard, and I nearly trip over the hem of my lehenga. Beautiful piece of clothing, absolutely horrible for running, but the string guides me back to the room where we entered, and I slam the door shut behind me, heart beating rapidly.

The two people whose clothes we lifted – why did the carousel have to put us in an assassin’s path? – lie on the ground with sheets from the bed stripped and delicately placed on top of them. The other end of the string, our path back home, is still anchored to the stone screen wall through which we came.

“We need to go,” Beam says, hurtling through the wall. “Everest has Ender. The crowd is coming. They think it was you, distracting them with a trick of light. Guards are headed down here now.”

My pulse quickens. “But where are Ender and Everest?”

“They were right behind me,” Beam says, frowning. “But Everest said to go without them, he says they can get back without an active timeline.”

“He can?” I ask, and yet another piece of the universe’s order collapses like a faulty foundation. Never abandoning the timeline, keeping in close contact with the string was the first and only rule when I arrived. “How much more hasn’t he told me?”

I know I’m being too loud, but I’ve never been good at controlling my emotions. They tend to take over when I’m freaking out, and right now, I’m dialed up to my maximum. Everything has gone wrong and I’ve lost all semblance of who I am in this dimension. It’s like I’m on my first trip again, scrambling for purchase, rigid at every turn, unsure.

Beam tugs at my arm. “Ryka, please, we need to go.”

“But, Everest,” I say stubbornly. I can’t just leave him behind, despite what he’s told Beam. I don’t know the logistics of how he’s able to get back, if there’s a cost that he hasn’t shared. It’s not like he doesn’t have a history of terrible communication to justify my hesitation. I think of Ender, already thinned from exertion. My feet stay rooted to the ground despite Beam’s dismay. Outside, someone barks an order, and that’s not Everest’s voice.

“Split up,” someone growls outside. “She can’t have gotten far. Check every room, every passageway.”

“At least hide!” Beam cries, swooping behind the stone screen as if she’s the one who needs to hide. I dive after her, and the two of us cram together like huddling penguins, so quietly that all you can hear is the light snoring of the priest Everest had swapped places with.

Oh, no.

“I have to switch us back,” I say, crawling out.

Beam swipes at my arm uselessly. “Not now; they’re right outside.”

But their string is so close, an inch away. I stretch my arm out towards it, preparing to make the change when the door swings open, breaking through the lock. I freeze, turning to see a Walashahi in pale silken bottoms and a quilted cotton robe under a steel-armored plate. Hilts of swords stick out from behind him, and he staggers back, taking in first the two unconscious people on the floor, and then me, on my hands and knees, reaching for an invisible weapon. He opens his mouth to yell when there’s a sickening crack. A sword hilt slams into the side of the guard’s head.

The door swings shut and the guard falls to the ground, revealing Everest behind him, studying the sword with far too much interest. Ender is wrapped around his arm with a silver thread, so transparent that he’s taken on the very shade of green that carpets the wall behind him. Appropriate.

“I should have known you were still here,” Everest chastises, rushing over to me while Beam takes over the role of supporting a drooping Ender. I’m pinned in place, but Everest quickly assumes what I was doing and finishes swapping the timelines. “We have to switch out our clothes as well, hurry up!”

“The g-guard,” I blubber, still staring at the fallen warrior.

Everest tuts. “He’s not dead, but we might be if we don’t get out of here right now.”

“Speak for half of you,” Beam grumbles.

Everest’s already stripped down, tossing the robe on top of the priest before yanking his trousers on. I hurry to follow suit, fairly certain that I put my shirt on inside out, but that’s the least of our concerns.

Beam latches onto the end of the string. Ender does the same, followed by Everest. He reaches a hand out to me, but I slap it away. This would be a good time for me to nab the assassin’s hairclip for Quill, but I don’t dare put a toe out of line with Everest watching me and the looming threat of guards breathing down my neck. I wrap a sweaty hand around the rotten string.

The noise of the chase surges outside, but by the time the door swings open to reveal the three unconscious bodies we’ve left in our wake, we’re long gone.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


An ear-splitting scream welcomes us back to the fair.

“RYKA!”

I scramble to my feet, unbalanced, scanning wildly for the source of the commotion. We’ve landed right on the edge of the carousel in the early evening, but we’re surrounded by far more motion than is normal. Ghosts swirl around us, chittering with anxiety, moving so quickly I can’t make out who they are. Everest, Valentin, Beam, and Ender all lie in various configurations of discomfit, but they’re not the ones shouting for help; the cries come from a flickering group of ghosts a few feet from the edge of the carousel. My limbs are weary, begging for rest after our trip, but I push past the fatigue and rush towards the distressed fair occupants, making out Keshav, Boyshev, and Geneva, who swerves in front of me.

“What is it?” I ask, panting.

Geneva’s lips purse, and it’s the brittle, worried quality of her voice that fills me with dread. “It’s Iris. She keeps disappearing.”

Sure enough, Iris is between Keshav and the carousel, her body flashing in and out of existence, so her pissed-off expression glowers at me every few seconds. This can’t be a coincidence. The carousel’s energy roars, anxious and pained, a reminder of the havoc we just wreaked on it.

We failed – that was a failed trip, the first of its kind, and this is the price we’re to pay.

I move closer to Iris. “When did this start?”

“A–” Iris says before vanishing. She flickers back, “–ago.”

“A few minutes ago,” Keshav translates, drifting to my side. “We were in the main tent, and then her arm vanished. Completely gone.”

Right about when we failed to fix the rot. My extremities turn clammy.

“Told–” Iris snarls, “–so.”

“Told you so,” Keshav says nervously.

“I got that, thank you,” I say, attempting to keep sheer panic from taking my body hostage. Everyone is looking at me like I have a magical cure, some sort of technique to pull Iris back into existence, but even breathing is a chore right now. My mind is in a full-fledged battle against post-trip exhaustion.

Next to Iris, wrapped around the carousel, is a rotted grey thread that looks like it’s withering away. In the middle of it is a fray, like the string is on the verge of snapping apart. The one we were unable to fix.

But a disappearing timeline? Could it be true?

And if it disappears and takes Iris with it, will the same happen for the rest of us, too?

Not on my watch.

I reach for the grey string, half-scared it’ll split apart in my hand. I can’t jump back into the carousel, but I remember what Everest did at the Mughal court, swapping timelines. I’m no god, but I am keeper, and maybe all I need is a little time to hold this thing together. I pinch the fray in between my fingers and pull it outwards.

“What are–” Iris barks, “–doing?!”

“Be quiet, I’m testing something.” I move my jittering fingers down until intact parts of the line touch each other. Sure enough, Iris flashes back into existence. I keep my hand in place, and we all wait for her to disappear.

She doesn’t.

“How did you do that?” Iris asks.

My fingers sweat on the timeline as I tie a loop knot with unsteady fingers. Weariness bears down on me, demanding I submit.

“Your timeline is coming apart,” I tell her, unwilling to confess that it’s entirely my fault. “There’s a tear here that’s being strained, and I imagine that’s why your existence has been coming and going. It’s kind of like a split electric cable, and it’s losing important points of contact. I’m tying it together to reduce pressure on the line.”

They watch quietly as I finish the job, then step back and look at my handiwork.

“Thank you,” Iris says, and it’s the most demure I’ve ever heard her. I don’t like it.

“Do you…” Beam whispers. “Do you think it’s because of…”

“Yes,” I answer curtly, but my head is an egg being cracked open, and I’m angry and worn out and upset. Finding a Band-Aid solution to the Iris problem has sapped me of the little energy I had left, and I can’t entertain further conversation right now. The ghosts blink as I give the knot a firm tug, then take deft, long strides towards my tent. “I’m going to go rest.”

“Ryka, wait!” Everest calls behind me. I keep walking.

Hot tears burn my eyes; my mouth is parched as a desert strip. I need water, but I’m too anxious to pick up a glass. I swear my skin ripples beneath my touch, adrenaline threatening to rip a hole through my chest, along with the bile that churns in my belly, creeping up my throat. Now that I’m no longer being scrutinized by everyone, the path beneath me rises, crushing me against the sky.

The extensive rot is one issue; we could continue to throw ourselves into the carousel, trust it to guide us to where we need to go. But withering timelines? Disappearing ghosts? Our whole existence has never felt so fragile, and the terror from Iris’s near complete erasure has sunk into my bones. And this is all without even taking Valentin into consideration. While we’ve had to rescue people from time knots before, we’ve never had to return one altogether. The rules have shifted, and I’m peering at a familiar picture through marbled glass.

We failed, a ghost is on the verge of disappearing, and I don’t know what to do.

Footsteps grow louder as Everest catches up to me. “Are you okay?”

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?” I ask, teeth chattering against a searing pain that lances my head.

“You can talk to me if you want,” he says, keeping pace. “That was terrifying back there, and I worry when I see you like…like this.”

“What do you mean like this?” I come to a stop. A familiar, unwanted anger roils beneath my skin. “This entire day has been terrifying, and I’m upset, Everest. People get upset.”

I don’t want to yell at him. I don’t want to lose it. I just want space.

“Yes, but it’s worse for you,” he says, and his even tone makes me see red. “You take on so much responsibility for everything and everyone here. And when things don’t go the way you planned, you have trouble moving past it. Like when you got here. You were so depressed, so unwilling to let go of what’s gone–”

“Are you seriously bringing that up right now?” Was he not just there for our trip? Did he miss Iris nearly fading into oblivion? “We’ve been over this a million times! Not everyone thinks like you. Just because you don’t understand why I want to go home, why I’m sad, doesn’t mean my feelings shouldn’t exist.”

I’m a pot that’s boiling over and the lid’s flown across the room, letting all my burned and rotten bits dribble out the sides. It’s dead quiet around us, no ghosts. Even the wind has fallen silent.

“I wasn’t going to say that,” he says, clearly frustrated. His mouth moves like he’s trying to find the right words but can’t. “I just meant that you get in your own head sometimes. And I know you’re going to blame yourself for what happened to Iris and get fixated on how the trip went.”

“Because it is my fault!” The carousel is thrumming with discomfort, and it’s seeping into me, shooting my already volatile emotions into the stratosphere. “Our fault, actually. I told you I had a plan – a process, when it comes to this. You didn’t listen to any of that. You took over, started pulling out your stupid little tricks that you’ve never told us about before, and had me mistaken as an assassin in an emperor’s court!”

“I didn’t mean–”

“Well, of course you didn’t mean to.” Hurt flashes across his face, but I don’t care. My body is consumed by full-fledged tremors, I’m barely holding onto my train of thought, but I tried asking him to leave, I did. “I’m sure you didn’t mean to hurt Iris. I’m sure you didn’t mean to leave me alone in a crowded, foreign court. I’m sure you didn’t mean for us to not know where you are, didn’t mean to ask me to leave you behind as if you’ll find your way back no problem!”

His face softens with the worst kind of understanding, the kind of sickening presumption that he sees through me when he doesn’t know me at all. “I’m sorry, doc.”

The nickname is an arrow aimed right at my heart. “Don’t call me that.” He flinches at my unmistakable vitriol. I wipe away the angry, unstoppable tears that escape down my cheeks. “You do whatever you want, whenever you want, with no consideration for the impact it might have on anyone else. You leave on your trips when it suits you best, you decide to come along on ours when it suits your whims. I get that you’re this all-powerful immortal being with everything you’ve ever wanted and more, but the rest of us aren’t. I’m not a fucking doctor anymore, Everest.” My voice shatters like fallen glass, and every last word draws blood. “Some of us have had everything taken away; some of us know what it’s like to lose the things we love, the people we thought we would be, and I’m tired of you messing this up for me!”

At this point, I’m not sure who I’m screaming at. If it’s Everest, if it’s this fair, if it’s the nameless masters of fate who lured me out under the threat of a dying friend, pushing me into a desperate pursuit of a fairy-tale turned reality, shifting the course of my life forever. I’ve lost control of my destiny, and in moments like this, I’m reminded of just how powerless I am. A dandelion seed tossed around at the whims of a mercurial wind.

Everest is just as culpable. He stands there, mute, expressionless.

“Please, leave me alone,” I ask again, drained of energy.

This time, he listens.

I sleep for the next three days.

When I stir, a rosy hue greets me. The sun hasn’t completely emerged from the mountain ranges yet, but the drapes of my home glow just a touch. It takes a minute for the delirium to clear; even now, I sometimes wake up thinking that I’m back in my bed at home, my ceiling painted pale blue, a glow-in-the-dark angel watching over me from a sea of stars and planets. I’d count them every night before falling asleep, the master of my own universe.

Then, I remember that I’m not in my universe. That I haven’t been for quite some time. The fatigue – a different sort, an emotional load – crashes into me, but I pull myself out of bed, slipping into warm socks and thermals to defend against the oncoming cold. I have to check on Iris and the carousel, to see if the debacle at the Mughal court has done even more damage during my short hibernation.

I tread lightly past tents filled with bored ghosts, who seem relatively settled. No one’s screaming about missing body parts, at least. Resolving to properly check in with them later, I head towards the deserted carousel, where it’s just me and the nascent sun studying the new darkened threads. Sometimes, when I’m alone with it, I talk to it out loud, feel a palpable warmth against my consciousness in return.

“What’s wrong with you?” I whisper.

There’s nothing but cold wind against my teeth.

My heart turns into a rock, falling straight to my feet. As I wordlessly stalk back towards my tent, I catch sight of a figure walking past.

Valentin.

She notices me a moment later and her shoulders relax, but there’s unmistakable tension threaded through her muscles.

“I hope they haven’t given you too much trouble,” I say by way of greeting.

She shrugs. “It can’t get a lot more troubling than this.”

Truer words have never been spoken. “Is everything okay? Has there been more trouble?”

“Not that I know of,” she answers. “Everyone’s fine. Ender says the carousel has been quiet.”

Small mercies, I suppose. Valentin also looks better than she did when we first met, in clean heather-grey trousers and a soft, cream sweater more befitting of the chilly weather. But her skin is gaunter, stretched across the sharp lines of her face. She glances around us, fitful and curious.

“Has anyone given you a tour yet?” I ask.

“Everest left the day I woke up and said he’d give me a tour once he returned,” she replies. “Told me to keep to myself unless I wanted to be led into the woods with boots too large for me, whatever that means.”

His name sends a wave of guilt through me. I’ve replayed our fight over and over again, and now that the intensity of my anxiety has quelled, I wish I could take back some of my harsh words. Everest and I haven’t fought like that in a long time. We used to when I first got here, when the fundamental differences in our beings were painfully clear and we butted heads at every turn. It always ended this way, too, him prodding at the parts of me that hurt until I’d snap. But I’ve come to understand him over the years, now that I’ve seen how immortality warps time and space, how hard I’ve had to cling onto every fiber of who I was. I thought we’d gotten better at talking to each other.

Until now.

I don’t know why I expected him to stick around after that. He showed up for the trip, and all the events that have occurred since the massive rot, which is already more than I’m used to. It was just a matter of time before he left, dusted his hands of us until we sorted it out ourselves.

“You’re safe around Beam and Ender,” I assure Valentin. “The others will warm up to you soon enough. But come on, I give a much better tour than Everest.”

Since I’ve been nothing short of hostile towards anyone who intentionally seeks out the fair, I’ve never realized how wonderful this place is from the eyes of someone new. Valentin’s face is open and eager as the unmanned cotton candy machine in front of us whirs, spinning sugar in flavors of passionfruit (my favorite) and piña colada (Valentin’s pick).

“You can ask the fair for anything you’d like,” I tell her, licking the sugar off my fingers one by one. Showing her around is resetting my wrought nervous system. “Everyone has their favorites, and the food here is edible for humans and ghosts. At night, the dining tables are automatically plated with food. Ninety-nine percent of the time, it’s amazing, unless the fair’s trying to send us a message. Let me show you the hot spring – that was a wish the fair granted me when I begged for a warm shower.”

We walk towards the blue-green lagoon at the back of the woods, near the fair boundaries. It lies nestled between burnished rocks, and Valentin gapes as she gets to her knees and dips her hand in its clean, toasty waters.

“Has the fair ever not given you something?” she asks. “Are there limits?”

The water shoots up like a broken fountain, splashing her in the face.

Valentin lets out an umph and falls on her butt, while I try not to chuckle.

“That’s the fair’s response to your question,” I say, watching her wipe her face. “Let’s just say this place decides what its limits are.”

Well, it did struggle with the hearth at the council meeting. But I don’t want to frighten Valentin. “It’s given us a lot of things. Blankets, clothing, vending machines, games. The tents change colors on demand, too. But I’ve also asked to leave the boundaries, or to have them extended, and it’s never worked. Beam requested a dinosaur, but thankfully for all of us, that wish was declined.”

Valentin laughs, brushing the last drops of water out of her hair. I sit down next to her.

“Obviously, I’ve asked to go home, as well, and it’s never taken me there,” I say quietly.

“Oh, yes, Everest mentioned that,” Valentin says.

I stiffen, instantly wary at what he may have told Valentin. Everest may make sporadic comments about my desire to go home now, but it’s nothing compared to how he used to be when I first arrived.

“Why are you so bothered about your family?” he asked me once, truly confounded. “Not to be crass, but they’re going to die soon, while you get to live for as long as you’d like.”

He didn’t understand why I refused to speak to him for weeks after that.

“He didn’t tell you that you’re better off here, did he?” I ask, driven by an inexplicable need to explain him. “You must know, Everest isn’t like us. He’s been alive, well, forever, and he doesn’t get human connection the same way. But he cares a lot; it just comes out differently.”

Valentin frowns. “Oh, no. He was actually pretty nice. Said that you’d make sure I get home okay. Told me not to worry.”

“Oh,” I swallow. “That’s good.”

The hot spring burbles happily. Valentin assesses the water, but I know she’s really interested in her reflection, brows furrowing as she scrutinizes the face of a stranger.

“I was pretty lonely when I got here,” I say. “And I want you to know I’m here if you want to talk. Don’t get me wrong, the ghosts, Everest, they’re all wonderful, and I love them dearly. But they don’t really understand people like us.”

“Really?” Valentin asks, swinging her feet in the water so the ripples break her still image. “That’s not the impression I would have gotten. All they talked about was you. They knew what clothes you’d want to wear when you woke up, what food you would want to eat. They even shunned a couple of ghosts who came in complaining about transparent body parts, saying you’d threaten to cut their limbs off if they woke you up early.”

I let out a laugh. “They do know me very well, it’s just…”

Just what? I’m not sure. They all know how much I miss home, to the point that Ender and Quill are helping me break the laws of the universe to try to return. Everest knows that I’ve asked Quill for help, and he doesn’t try to change my mind anymore. Then again, he’s unaware of how serious our efforts are. I’d felt misunderstood when I first got here, but that hasn’t been true in a while.

The fair’s residents may know me better than the people I left behind.

“I take it that you still don’t remember anything?” I switch the topic, unwilling to confront that line of thought.

Valentin fiddles with her necklace. “I only woke up yesterday. I’ve spent it thinking, a lot, but it’s like someone’s taken an eraser to my brain. Even my name I’m barely certain of. But there is a feeling in my chest when I think it, like a warm candle on a winter night, so it feels right.”

“Like someone’s called it out to you before,” I say.

Hope brightens her cheeks. “Did you forget everything too?”

“No, but it’s been a while,” I reply. “The fair found me when I desperately needed help. I remember every bit of my old life, but it’s like a painting that’s been left in a humid room. It’s morphed. Some days, the images are so clear, but if I think too hard, I can’t recall voices, names, faces. But that was my price to pay. You were brought here by the carousel, as part of a larger problem we’ve been having.”

“I saw,” she remarks, nodding towards the carousel. “That boy…Ender? He mentioned that you’ve been trying to fix it. But when I asked questions, he got distracted, said something about an assassin and manifesting himself.”

I smile ruefully. “You could say our rescue mission did not go according to plan.”

“What happens if you can’t fix it?”

“You saw what happens,” I tell her, worry creeping back in. “Iris is only the beginning. But if left untended, the universe as we know it crumbles. The timelines start to fray, maybe fold into themselves, or stretch so far that they disappear. Everyone tied to the dimension would vanish too. I let things go too far once and the fair started…dying. The colors grew duller, our food quality deteriorated, and I was compelled to fix it.”

She frowns. “You’re forced to?”

“Not exactly.” I readjust my weight, unable to find a comfortable position. “I had fallen into a deep depression, tired of being a pawn, and had lost all interest in performing this role I’d inherited. Beam and the other ghosts begged me to fix it, helpless since Everest wasn’t around, and they can’t go into the carousel on their own. But more than that, I could feel the carousel’s magic lessen. I hadn’t realized how much it had bolstered me until that point. It’s hard to describe – like my favorite blanket suddenly had holes in the most inconvenient of places. I’ve never let it get that far again.”

Valentin looks disturbed. I give her a comforting shoulder bump. “Good news for you is that we’ll make sure you get back, one way or another. Until then, well, welcome. There are worse places to be.”

“Have you tried to leave?”

I nod. “When I first got here. But there’s a boundary around this place, like I mentioned before. I doubt you’ll find it unless you go looking, but you kind of just bounce back. Hit an invisible wall, no matter how many times you ask the fair to let you cross it. Only Everest and his siblings are able to, and the ghosts come in and out of the carousel. The only place within the boundary that I haven’t gone is up the mountains, and all that’s out there is the bitter cold and Mother Time’s garden.”

Valentin sits up straight. “Did you just say garden?”

“Yup, filled with magical plants.” I point at the highest, most treacherous peak, partly obscured by clouds. “Apparently, it’s quite the perilous visit. There’s no safe way for us to scale the mountains, and the garden itself may kill you. There’s an infamous story about Everest’s brother, Cyrus, accidentally eating one of the plants and suffering a near-lethal poisoning. And he’s immortal.”

Wonder fills Valentin’s face. “What about the ghosts? Is this their afterlife?”

“No, I’m afraid not.” Her face falls. “It’s more like a resting place for those who have been touched by the carousel in some way. Geneva, who you may remember, was the keeper before me. Beam was not a keeper, obviously, but she…Well, we don’t really know how she ended up here, but it isn’t a happy story. And then we have cases like Ender, who was time-swallowed as a baby.”

“Time-swallowed?” Valentin asks.

“Happens to living organisms sometimes,” I say. “A thread gets caught around them and they’re sucked into a blip. More likely to happen to smaller beings, pets and babies, thankfully, but we do get the occasional adult. They’re the ones who’ll tell you about when they lost time and don’t realize how.”

“That’s all of us; time slips away faster with each passing year,” Valentin says, then scowls. “I’m not sure where that came from. It’s almost like I remembered something for a second, but it’s gone.”

I grin at her. “That’s good; it’ll come back to you soon enough.”

“Thanks,” Valentin says, slipping her feet out of the spring. “So, what’s next for you?”

My heart twists at the question. I barely had a direction, let alone an answer.

“Figuring out how to save the world.”
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CHAPTER NINE


My head is spinning like a clock out of gear, whirring as it tries to cobble together a plan. “Save the world”. What a grand declaration to make with no substance.

After checking in with the ghosts (all intact, if not very grumpy), I fall to the same comforting rituals that I’ve adapted from my prior life: a long bath in the warm springs, followed by errands that keep my hands busy and head clear. I’m organizing my trunks, folding my piles of clothes, and mentally parsing through all my knowledge on time-healing when the tell-tale sound of crunching gravel catches my attention.

Ghosts don’t step on gravel, and Valentin’s fast asleep. Which means there’s only one culprit.

“You know I can hear you pacing out there,” I say warily.

“I didn’t want to interrupt,” Everest says, slipping through the entrance, bringing with him a clean, earthy scent that curls around my legs like Cillian. It’s rare that he ever asks for permission; normally my tent is a free-for-all. His hands close over my clothes and I watch as he sorts them into their assigned shelves.

I’ve missed him, I realize, a familiar sense of calm overcoming me. I missed him when I woke up and he wasn’t there, and I missed him when I showed Valentin around, picturing him lounging in all my favorite locations. It’s a dangerous thing, to miss Everest, when I’ve never been sure if he’s capable of missing me back.

“Thank you,” I say. It’s strangely quiet for the night. The wind may be to blame, but the distant chatter of the ghosts feels far removed from the peace in my tent.

“It’s the least I can do after fucking up our last trip.” He descends to the floor, stretching his legs out in front of him.

I join him on the ground, my knees brushing against his calves. We’re both wearing thick pants, but the slightest bit of friction between our clothing feels like I’ve brushed bare skin. I shift to put a hint of space between us. “Oh, you haven’t made up for that yet. You can repay me by taking over Beam-babysitting duties at the eclipse.”

Everest rolls towards me, pressing his knees against my thighs, completely immune to the less-than-ideal effect that all this contact has on me. He’s solid and warm, two things I have little access to anymore. Of course it messes with my head. “I regret ever saying that she’s allowed to drink wine on that day. She tries to make up for an entire year’s worth of abstinence in one evening.”

“You reap what you sow.”

“I guess I’ll deserve it if she vomits on me after deciding to hang upside down from trees again,” he says, wrinkling his nose.

Silence falls, crackling with all we’ve left unaddressed. I’m all too aware of the proximity between us and how it tugs at my core, the regret I’ve wrestled with since yesterday, and the sadness left in its wake. Everest’s face turns contemplative, his gaze distant. He says softly, “We haven’t fought like that in a while.”

In decades, probably. I don’t know if it’s because we’ve gotten more used to each other, or because we avoid hot topics like the plague.

“Thought we’d broken the pattern,” I say, wanting to inject some humor into the exchange. “When was the last time, again? Oh, right, you said you’d take that quester home since I was sick.”

Everest kisses his teeth. “Yup, and instead, I left with Calliope to have her scales polished. Really thought I’d be back sooner.”

I laugh now, even though nothing was funny when I had to take that boy home through the carousel while fighting a raging fever from too many consecutive trips. Back then, my body still felt human, and I was highly sensitive to the consequences of time travel.

“And before that, I left without giving you a new supply of string,” Everest remembers. “And here I was, thinking I’d gotten better.”

His face is downcast as he plays with the cuffs of his trousers. Despite his flaws, Everest has sincerity in spades, and in the stretches between our quarrels, I wonder if I could see something more with us. If I want something more for myself. In moments like this, when it’s just us two and he’s so close, when I notice how his eyes betray every hint of emotion he’s feeling and how his body is a counterweight to hold me afloat… the answer to that question tilts more in the direction I never thought I’d go. Regardless, he’s one of my closest friends.

“You have,” I promise. It’s true. He’s worked hard at understanding me, and vice versa. We’ve both come a long way since I arrived at the fair. “And nothing’s been as bad as the first one.”

The ghosts still whisper about our first legendary showdown.

Everest clears his throat. “Definitely not. But as much as I love reliving our past battles, that’s not why I’m here.”

I do my best to look appalled, fighting my disappointment at his clear desire to not talk about that day. “So you didn’t come here to grovel?”

“Would you like me to get on my knees?” he asks. I laugh him off, but he reaches out and takes my hand in his. Something sparks at the contact and bubbles through my whole body. “I’m sorry for acting foolish, Ryka. I should have told you what I could do, and I shouldn’t have steamrolled you at your own job. I got carried away.”

Warmth settles in my chest, thawing all the anxiety and fear caged inside. “I’m sorry too,” I say. “You didn’t deserve the things I said. You’re the one that got us out of a sticky situation, while I just…froze.”

And there it is: the embarrassment that’s been at the heart of my foul temper. My inability to adapt and succeed at the very thing I’m meant to be an expert on. Everest was right. I don’t do well with unpredictability.

“You would have figured it out had I given you the chance,” Everest says with fortifying confidence. “Don’t let one bad trip make you forget you’ve always come out on top. Have you ever needed me to rescue you before?”

“God, no.”

Everest shrugs. “Maybe I just wanted to feel useful to you for a change.”

I blink at him. Of all the things I expected, that wasn’t it. The heat of his palms is scathing around my fingers, but then he pulls away.

“I came here to talk to you about the carousel, too, and what we should do next.”

“Oh?”

He leans back against my bed. “After the trip, I’ve been trying to feel out the threads some more, see if I can parse out what’s going on with them. And I think I can feel the knot, the core of the issue.”

I sit up straight. He’s been speaking about his powers a lot more candidly since the extensive rot began, and it’s opened up conversations I’d long given up on. I’ve always wondered if the carousel was an extension of his being. The logistics of how it works, between Everest and his siblings, the river, and the threads of time that spin around in the heart of the fair, is a patchwork I’ve cobbled together.

Everest puts his hand, palm up, in front of me. His eyes press shut in deep focus, and the pressure of holding his intense gaze fades. I study the creases that stretch from the corners of his eyes, settling between freckles that run from the bridge of his nose to his carved cheekbones. My stolen assessment lasts only a second, because a silver light fills my tent, and I gasp as an orb manifests right above his hand. It looks like a ball of yarn, except the threads are multi-colored, ranging from silvers to blues to blush pinks. The structure itself is dynamic, swirling a few inches above his palm. A supernatural disco ball. The glow casts a kaleidoscope of colors on the wry smile he reveals.

“Haven’t done that in a while,” he says. “But since you expressed such passionate interest in seeing the full breadth of my powers, I thought I’d prepare a demonstration.”

I nudge him impatiently. “Are you planning on preening like a peacock or actually elaborating on said demonstration?”

He smirks, then uses his free hand to unravel the tightly coiled threads.

“I’ve been trying to isolate the issue, but it’s been difficult. You see, whenever I trace the end of one thread, I come upon another. This here is our timeline,” he says, drawing out a string so pale that it looks white-gold in its color, but the light it radiates illuminates the space between us in silver. He then pulls at another string that ties to the end of our timeline, this one with a rose tint. “This here is the court. Now, usually, I’m able to run my finger along the connection, glean a sense of where the lines have crossed over where they shouldn’t. Kind of like a mini-carousel model.”

“I cannot believe you’ve never shown me this before,” I accuse. “This would completely transform my research on proximity between timelines. I mean, with a dynamic model like this, we could test my hypotheses, collect measurements with more ease, study connections from a lens that’s impossible with the actual carousel, and–”

I pause, expecting Everest to be gearing up with his defense of his indefensible actions, but he’s staring at me with a soft smile.

“Better late than never?” he asks, hope lighting up his face.

“Definitely.” I reach over and squeeze his arm. “But we can discuss you helping with my research later. Back to your findings?”

“Right,” Everest says, turning his attention back to the orb. “So, sensing the other timelines works well and good. But when I try that here…”

I’m holding my breath as he runs his thumb along the small node. An explosion of string unfurls, burning a red that I’ve only ever seen in the embers of a fire.

“What is that?” I ask, getting on my knees and leaning forward until my nose is inches from his hand. Despite my best efforts, I can’t see anything except a gnarly tangle that would take an eternity to smooth out. Unfortunately, we don’t have an eternity.

“It’s a type of constructive interference,” Everest says.

Those words bring back memories of a tiny wooden desk next to Nova, both of us struggling to keep our rows of pens from clattering onto the linoleum floor while Professor Wadhwa drones on about waves and amplitude.

“Like in physics?” I don’t know why I’m surprised. Far more of my research here has involved physics, but I’ve still been able to frame the mending components in biological terms.

Everest nods, looking far too gleeful for my comfort.

“Cyrus told me about it ages ago. He deals with fate, so he’s more familiar with the different intersections of dimensions. Very similar concept to what you’ve learned, actually. Imagine two timelines as waves, and when their maxima or minima align, the new wave is the sum.”

A pleasant tingle starts up in my chest. It’s the same sweet sensation I cherish whenever I uncover something new in my work. “The intensities add up.”

Everest nods. “Exactly. Think of this as that concept, but obviously more waves and across dimensions. I reckon they’ve been caused by one event that has such sprawling repercussions that its impact is felt across multiple timelines. It’s rare, given that the carousel does self-correct a lot, or you’d be occupied constantly.”

“Thank god for that,” I say.

“You’re welcome.”

I roll my eyes. “So all the rot across the carousel, it stems from one point?”

Everest’s face falls. “That part is the issue.”

“We can’t tell?”

“I can see this,” he says, and different threads lift up, plucked by an invisible claw. They shimmer in shades of silver and blue. “The displacements of the event, or the ripple effect. But I can’t trace it back to the root cause. Good news is, if we fix the time blip there, then, theoretically, everything else should resolve itself as well.”

My chest deflates. “But we don’t know what it is.”

Everest uses his free hand to pick at another thread, this one like gilt wire. “I suspect it’s this, given the warmer coloring. Event zero, if you will, is like a tap root from which other branches sprout. But I’d imagine your gut is telling you what it is too, isn’t it?”

I don’t realize how far forward I’m leaning until I look up and notice that our faces are barely an inch apart, covered in a patchwork of color emanating from his palm. Pieces of this elaborate celestial puzzle click into place. There’s only one event that could be so dominant that it shreds the continuum of time and space in that manner that it has. Only one thing that’s unprecedented enough to warrant such weight.

“Valentin.”

“She’s the key to this, I think. We need to find out who she is, where she came from, and then we can work on taking her back. I don’t know if she’s ready to hop into the carousel yet.”

I turn my attention back to the orb on his palm. “I don’t even know where to start…We should go see Quill later, see if she has any ideas.”

“I have some myself,” Everest says, surprising me. I take in his deep, contemplative expression and realize he means it. Whatever is going on with Valentin is different to before, and I don’t know why, but it’s nice having him here, helping. “But it’ll have to wait a while. I’ll be gone tomorrow.”

My stomach turns leaden. “Again? You literally just got back.”

“Important meeting,” he says, smiling glumly. “But I’ll be back in two days, which should give her more room to adjust. And you can speak to Quill.”

It’s a good plan, and yet, I hate the thought of him leaving all the same. He said two days, and he’s been good about following his word recently. But I can’t shed the memories of when he left me cold and waiting.

Everest brushes his thumb against my cheek. “I promise.”

The words send a shiver down my spine. His eyes roam my face, and despite the light between us, they look darker than they ever have before. His smell is sweet and dizzying, and it’s confusing how my stomach pitches and my breath catches; and if he’s paying even a fraction of the attention to me that I am to him, he’s seeing every bit of the physiological reaction I’m having.

“Ryka?”

Beam’s timid call jolts me a safe distance away from Everest. The shimmering ball in his hand fades to black smoke as Beam floats through the tent drapes.

It takes a minute for my brain to catch up with the rest of my body, like it’s checking the functionality of all my organs before comprehending why she’s here. Beam stops short at the sight of Everest, and it’s the evident fright on her face that stows all thoughts of Valentin, the carousel, and Everest’s trips away from the fair into a deep, dark corner as my attention pivots entirely onto the little girl in front of me.

“Come inside,” I tell her. “Everest was just leaving.”

He frowns at me. “I was?”

We need to debrief, but not in front of her, not when she shows up to my tent unannounced like this. If it’s for the reason I imagine, then I’m not sure Beam wants Everest there. I flick my head towards the exit, widening my eyes ever so slightly.

“Right, I was,” he says, bounding to his feet like he’s been possessed by an immediate need to vacate the premises. He puts a hand to the back of his neck, and I look away from the shape of his bicep, prominent in his fitted dark sweater.

“He can stay if he wants,” Beam says, halting him in his tracks.

I search her face. “He can?”

She nods, but it’s missing her characteristic enthusiasm. All of her is solemn, and I can feel Everest’s concern balloon as he clocks it too, the wrongness of Beam.

Beam, whose awkward shuffle may or may not indicate regret at the permission she just granted.

“Alright, then, you can help us,” I tell him, getting to my feet.

“Help with what?”

I’m over at my largest trunk, a velvet blue that holds spare bedding – mostly an array of blankets ranging in degrees of softness from the time I challenged the fair to give me something that felt like my old dinosaur onesie. I pull out a set of sheets from the bottom and close the trunk with my elbow.

“Can you bring my chairs to the center here?” I say, unable to see if he’s following instructions due to the mound of fabric in my arms. “We’re building a fort.”

Turns out that Everest is actually pretty good at building forts.

Beam’s already noticeably happier than she was when she came in. Everest is hunched over my trunks, pulling out cushions and tossing them at her. She dodges each one, giggling whenever he gets close. I grin, asking the fair to blow out all the candles in the tent apart from the one under the fort. Despite its strange temperament recently, the fair’s energy right now feels like it used to; playful, as it sends a gust of wind to tousle Beam’s hair, and has the whole tent smelling faintly like cotton candy before a bag of her favorite flavor appears at the entrance, Cillian along with it.

I drop to my knees as Cillian trots over, and Beam embraces her sweet treat with unfettered delight. Meanwhile, Everest assesses our construction. “We can do better than this.”

He grazes the edge of the fort entrance, and the fabric lights up in shades of azure and periwinkle blue. It looks like we’re going underwater.

Cillian’s tail puffs up until he hears Beam laugh. The space where her mouth should be shimmers in blue and white. “We should have invited Everest sooner.”

Everest takes a mock bow, then holds the fort open for me.

“Not too badly done,” I admit, slipping inside and onto a pile of cushions. Cillian follows and settles promptly into my lap.

Everest lets out a low whistle and ducks inside. “A compliment and an invitation to an exclusive fort? I think I’ve peaked.”

“This may be your greatest accomplishment to date,” I agree, as he takes a seat against a fluffy white cushion across from me. Delusional god that he is, he pats his own empty lap, hoping Cillian will come over, but the cat is too busy being treated to my superior pets.

Beam settles between us, nodding exuberantly. “We will need you for every fort from now on.”

“You do this often?” Everest asks slowly, gauging my response. I continue stroking Cillian, letting Beam take the lead on this one.

“I come here whenever I have daymares,” Beam tells him. “But you’re not allowed to tell anyone because it’s embarrassing and Ender will make fun of me for being a baby.”

Everest leans forward, and I notice how he brings himself to her level, looking at her like she’s the most important person in the world. I’m struck again by how present he is when he’s around. No wonder I have competition for being her favorite. “Daymares?”

“They’re like nightmares but while awake,” Beam says. “Sometimes, I start remembering too many things about… about before I came here.”

Everest grows still, and maybe now he wishes he’d bolted. The gods don’t love the “drama” that comes with humans, hence their aversion to being at the fair. And Beam’s story could leave even the hardiest of stoics speechless.

Like I told Valentin earlier, we don’t really know the details of how Beam ended up a ghost touched by time, but no story that ends with a deceased five-year-old is anything good. I can’t decide if I’m glad that she doesn’t remember it or not – what we’ve pieced together over the years is that Beam’s mom passed away, leaving her on her own. She wandered through the woods near her home until the fair appeared to her, but not as a quester. I wonder if it recognized that she was already straddling the line between life and death and decided to take her in as its own.

Sometimes, though, she gets flashes of memories. Things disturbing enough that she can’t be alone. So, she comes here.

“Why a fort?” Everest asks.

“It feels safe,” Beam says. “And Ryka says that sometimes when thoughts get too big, you need to put them in smaller spaces. When they shrink, they become less scary.”

I should take my own advice. It’s startling how much more secure I feel with two of my favorite people in the world. The universe’s problems can billow outside, but in here, just for a while, I’m liberated from them all.

“Ryka is a wise woman,” Everest says, looking at me. The intensity of his gaze is startling, and every sensation I felt before Beam arrived returns in full force. The world fades away and it’s just us two, bound together by a powerful current that makes it difficult for me to think – so difficult that had I been alone with him a little longer, I would’ve kissed him.

I ignore the heat that rises to my cheeks. We’re not alone, and that’s probably for the best. “See if you still agree after the next part of our daymare ritual.”

Beam claps her hands sitting up straight.

Everest looks wary. “What else have I signed up for?”

I wink at him. “Now, we tell ghost stories.”
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CHAPTER TEN


Everest leaves my tent in the middle of the night, and Beam, sufficiently entertained, heads off to play with Cillian. I stay up a while longer, pondering the events of the evening before finally drifting into a fitful sleep. I’m awoken by a displeased Geneva, towering over my bed like one of the bloody ladies who committed atrocious crimes in Beam’s favorite ghastly tales.

She doesn’t understand why I’m not able to speak for the first few minutes of her summoning, but eventually, we make it to the archives where several ghosts and Valentin are already gathered.

“Good, you’re finally here,” Keshav says, snapping his fingers.

Beam and Ender lounge near various floating shelves, one more clearly involved in research than the other. There’s a fresh pot of tea sitting on the farther table, and Cillian is sniffing a little too close to the snout for Quill’s comfort. Ender is met with a resounding yowl as he moves the cat off the table, but the tome’s pages flatten in a sigh of relief.

“Don’t mind me; I just watched my life flash before my eyes when Geneva shook me awake,” I mutter as Cillian rubs against my legs, tea already forgotten.

Keshav looks apologetic. “I would have had Valentin come get you, but Geneva volunteered. Insistently.” He gives the terrorizing woman in question a look so longing I’d gag over if it wasn’t kind of sweet.

“If I didn’t do it, we’d never get to work,” Geneva says, bored. She floats down from an upper level, a book tucked beneath her arm. “While you’ve been arguing with Everest, we’ve been trying to find answers for this one’s presence.”

“‘This one’ has a name,” Valentin says. I like her.

Geneva gives her a side-eye she normally reserves for me. “I’m not convinced your name is worth remembering.”

I step in before the situation escalates. “Actually, I was supposed to come in here and speak to Quill about this as well. Contrary to popular belief–” I glare at Geneva “–Everest and I have been looking into the problem at hand, so now’s a good opportunity to put together what we’ve found.”

Keshav takes my cue, bless his soul. “Please, take a seat,” he says, herding us towards the chairs that have magically emerged from the endless folds of the archive tent. The teapot fills two empty porcelain cups, which are forced into our hands.

Valentin looks bewildered. “I don’t drink–”

“Don’t fight it,” I murmur. “Keshav requires that everyone here is in a state of utmost comfort before he begins his lecture.”

I learned a long time back to not resist Keshav’s mothering urges. The librarian himself seems unperturbed by the running commentary behind him. Beam and Ender settle on the ground by my feet, Cillian curled between them, while Geneva sweeps the trail of her gown behind her and perches on the edge of the table like an indomitable hawk.

Keshav adjusts his glasses. “Quill and I have been putting together notes on all that has occurred thus far. We know that the carousel endured a deep poisoning unlike anything we have seen before on the day you returned from the trip to Troy.”

“Troy?” Valentin asks, eyes bugging out. “Like the–”

“Yes, the Siege of Troy,” Keshav says, a little miffed. “This will take a very long time if you’re already interrupting, so I’d suggest we all withhold questions until the end.”

Valentin mimes zipping her lips shut.

“You then fell out of the carousel, with no memory and no known intention of coming here to take over as keeper,” Keshav says, impervious to how everyone in the room, including myself, stiffens. “This is followed by a failed trip, in which not only was the source of the slippage not fixed, but it appears that the carousel has also changed the rules of the game on us.”

As if to punctuate Keshav’s conclusions, the fair sends a gust of cold wind into the archives, causing Cillian to yowl and the rest of us to squirm in discomfort. A+ for communication, I suppose.

“The string leading to a human, putting you in a position where it became necessary to interfere with the timeline to fix it, is unprecedented,” Keshav continues. “It doesn’t take a scholar to connect the dots and see that they are all related.”

“That’s what Everest and I uncovered as well,” I say, describing his orb demonstration.

“I would have preferred Everest was here to show us himself,” Geneva remarks, studying her nails. “Otherwise, this all feels…what did you they call it in your timeline? Woo-woo.”

She looks pointedly at Valentin, who recoils at the attention. Unlike our new guest, however, I am familiar with how Geneva’s default setting is to doubt.

“We don’t have Everest, but we have me,” I remind her haughtily. And I’ve given it extensive thought. “Could I get my model from last night, please?”

This last question was directed to the fair at large, and I’m relieved when it immediately fulfills my request. Would’ve been embarrassing, otherwise.

Beam yelps as a cream mannequin appears at the center of the archives. Other ghosts screech as though they’ve never seen such a ghastly sight, and poor Cillian bolts for his favorite floating shelf. All I can see are his whiskers poking out from behind our notable selection of regency romance novels. I crack my knuckles, let myself bask in their – specifically, Geneva’s – shock for a moment, and then jump into an explanation, speaking in my language:

“Think about this rot like a cancer,” I start, holding out a pointer stick that the fair has so kindly provided.

“This is dark,” Ender says.

“That it is,” I agree. “But it’s appropriate. The culprit knot is like a tumor, and its effect is felt all over the body, i.e. the carousel at large. The mother of all butterfly effects. We go in, extract the tumor, and voila. Healing ensues.”

I whack the mannequin with the stick with more force than is probably needed.

The ghosts start whispering to each other, but Geneva squints at me. At least she isn’t staring at her nails. “And what if the cancer metastasizes? Even if one issue is the root cause, as you call it, how do you know that fixing it will solve everything? Time isn’t neat – just because things are connected one way now doesn’t mean relationships haven’t changed.”

“I don’t understand this conversation,” Beam complains, and Ender pats her back. Only Valentin looks truly engaged, but that’s okay.

“You can still treat cancer that’s spread,” I answer. “You have to combine treatments: surgery plus chemotherapy, or immunotherapy. Get every bit of it. But we start with the source of the problem and iterate after.”

I wait with bated breath for Geneva’s response. Despite our sometimes-tumultuous mentor-mentee relationship, I trust her judgment and value her opinion. And right now, I need her vote of confidence.

“We start with returning the girl,” Geneva declares.

All eyes turn towards Valentin.

She fidgets in her seat. “Uhh…”

“Valentin needs to join Ryka on trips,” Keshav adds. “And we need to trust that the carousel will take her home.”

“Now, hold on one minute,” Valentin protests. “How can we…I don’t understand. I can’t travel through time!”

Multiple ghosts start shouting over one another.

“You must!”

“The fate of the universe depends on it!”

“You don’t belong here!”

“Ouch,” I say on her behalf, gesturing at all of them to take it down a notch. Valentin looks quite green and, honestly, I can’t blame the poor girl. I’ve been exactly where she was, and I’m intimately familiar with the disbelief she’s contending with. I’d tried to come up with a solution that wouldn’t involve her, but unfortunately, she’s an item that needs to be returned, and the carousel has always wanted to be restored. It’s a fundamental law that governs this place.

“You don’t need to do anything, and we won’t even take you with us right away,” I assure her. “Everyone, including the fair, is invested in your wellbeing. And if it helps, we’ve been doing this a very long time.”

“Thousands of years,” Beam says. She’s over with Cillian, trying to coax him out. He really does not like this mannequin.

Valentin looks unconvinced, but she also doesn’t argue while she considers the proposal. I can imagine what she’s thinking: the alternative is to remain here, memory lost, aching to go home. It’s not a plight anyone would choose.

“But what if we end up in the wrong place?” she asks after a long while. “I can’t just waltz into any era.”

I know what she means, as does Geneva, whose face has taken on a somber expression that she often wears when she recalls her servitude. Being keeper doesn’t make you invisible, and there are certain people, like Everest, who can seamlessly blend into most settings and eras without concern. He even found a place in a South Asian court. But Geneva, Valentin, and I need to be more careful.

“That’s why I take the ghosts with me,” I assure her. “We stay out of sight for a reason. It would be helpful to know where you’re from, though, so we know what to look for. Otherwise, how are we supposed to know if the timeline we slip into is yours?”

Valentin waves her hand helplessly. “Would I recognize it when I’m there?”

It’s the closest we’re going to get to her accepting our plan. “I sure hope so.”

“Is that a risk you’re willing to take?” Geneva intercedes, the devil’s fondest advocate. So much for her support. “What if we leave you in the middle of the French revolution? The bubonic plague? Most periods are worse for people like us.”

The rest of us shudder. Valentin looks like she’s going to throw up again.

“Everest has an idea to jog your memory,” I tell her. “But he won’t be back until tomorrow.”

Quill shuffles on her stand. I get to my feet and head over to place a palm on her open pages.

There is another option, she says into my mind. The eclipse is in two weeks. With the veil between dimensions thinned, it would be the optimal opportunity to scry.

I’d almost forgotten that the eclipse was approaching so quickly – the fair’s night sky is an overlay of the skies across dimensions, but this eclipse exists solely in this space. Normally, there are a few stargazing events leading up to it, but it’s either been quiet or we’ve all been too distracted to notice. Scrying during the eclipse wouldn’t have been at the forefront of my mind either way. Everyone is looking at me expectantly, and I hope to the powers above that my guilt isn’t etched across my features.

Have you gotten that far with your spell? I ask her. We haven’t spoken about her work since I returned from Troy.

Far enough, Quill says. And this girl, she is fresh. Her ties to her timeline are strong, deeper than any object you’ve brought back to me. It should sort out the problem of sentimental value that we’ve faced with all your buttons. Once we establish that connection to her home, I can build on it to open a channel through the carousel.

How do I explain this to them? I ask. Would it raise suspicion, revealing that Quill’s been working on a way to intentionally open portals through the carousel? Would they all tie it back to me? I make the split-second decision to keep this fairly vague. Quill, after all, is always up to something.

That I am, Quill says, pleased.

I suck in a deep breath and begin relaying her plan, careful with every word I offer. Geneva’s too sharp for me to slip up and show that this is something I’ve been working on with Quill. Ender becomes alert, his gaze shifting warily between Quill and me. I give him a short shake of the head. Later.

“Quill can scry?” Beam asks, floating above my hand. “Why haven’t you told me this before? We could have looked at dinosaurs!”

Tell the little one that unless she has a memento from the Mesozoic Era, I’m unable to assist her. And that she still would not be able to ride a triceratops, Quill says.

“How does scrying work?” Valentin asks, uncertain whether to direct the question to the book or to me.

“You need an object from the time period,” I explain, slowing my speech so it seems as though I’m repeating information as Quill relays it to me. It’s easier to disguise how my breath hitches. This is my trump card, my most cherished secret, and I can only hope no one is picking up on the broader implications. “And you still have your clothes, your jewelry, and they’re fresh. Traces of your life are all over it. This connection will be heightened on the night of the eclipse, and with Quill’s help, we should at least be able to answer the question of who you are and where you come from.”

And with any luck, how we can take her back.

And maybe me, as well.

Careful, Quill warns. You’re not the same as her. She was brought here against her will, and the threads of time need untangling around her presence. Even if we find out where and when she’s from, it does not guarantee a path home. We have never succeeded in retracing your footsteps.

I wince, then school my expression when I catch Geneva studying me. Ultimately, Quill is right. Even if we do succeed for Valentin, it doesn’t mean we’ll be able to replicate the effort for me.

It is still the best chance we have, Quill says gently. I, for one, am eager to see how much we can uncover. The carousel has never communicated with us like this. Don’t you want to know what it has to say to you?

It’s true. We’ve dealt with the carousel’s displeasure in the form of food options being limited, or candles being extinguished, but ghosts vanishing? Timelines going extinct? We’re grappling with consequences I’d never imagined.

Even Everest is worried, and he laughed when a ghost held an axe to his throat.

“Any time you’d like to clue us in would be wonderful,” Geneva says, pressing a long, manicured nail into her cheek. “None of you were raised with any manners.”

I jump. “Sorry, we were just discussing logistics for the eclipse–”

Such a good liar, Quill purrs.

“And how we can go from scrying to actually bringing Valentin home. We’ve never been able to choose our destination before, but that’s a hurdle for later.”

“But shouldn’t the carousel lead us that way?” Valentin asks. “I thought you said it points you in the right direction?”

“Sure, it’ll take you back at some point, but that could be tomorrow or a century from now,” I say. “Time is a flowing river, to the carousel; it’s constantly moving, and in no rush.”

The tick in Ender’s jaw tells me that he knows the details of this conversation that I’m keeping hidden.

“The eclipse is in two weeks,” I say. “We will embark on another trip next week, and maybe we’ll be saved the trouble of scrying and get you home sooner.”

“Am I going on this trip?” Valentin asks.

“Maybe she should wait,” Ender says nervously. “The last one did not go as planned.”

“And you should stay for the eclipse,” Beam says, twirling in the air. “It’s the best day at the fair. We have music, and drinks, and all the ghosts become real–”

“We’re already real, we’re just more corporeal,” Ender amends, but his face lights up as well. “Without any energy, that is. We’re warm again. It’s my favorite day too.”

“That sounds lovely,” Valentin says uncertainly. “What do the rest of you think?”

Keshav lowers his head towards me. “Ryka is keeper; it’s her call.”

What do I do? I ask Quill, panicking.

You’ve done quite alright so far without asking me, Quill huffs.

I also haven’t dealt with this much uncertainty.

I don’t doubt my abilities to keep this place up and running when everything proceeds as it should; what’s so destabilizing is how many variables I’m unable to parse out or control. Should we bring Valentin with us? We will have to, eventually, in order to return her. What if we end up in her time without her? What if we take her somewhere else and lose her? The tree of possibilities is dense, obscuring my vision with crisscrossing branches and leaves with serrated edges.

Quill sighs. Your entire life has been uncertainty. The difference has been in the way you see it.

I don’t come to you for platitudes, I reply.

Pass me to the little one, you’re being ungrateful again.

“Beam, she’s all yours,” I say, pulling away. “As for Valentin, I think it’s best you stay behind during this next one. Ender is right: we need to see if we can accomplish a normal trip before we bring you along. You can enjoy the eclipse revelries, and with good luck, we’ll know who you are by the end of it.”

“Ah, yes, that famed luck,” Geneva says. “Because we’ve had so much of it of late.”

I slump in my chair. “I’d like to think we’re long overdue.”

The next day, Beam floats into my tent to inform me that Everest is back and wants me to bring Valentin down to the river. I hate the little prick of relief that spreads through me like an injection, leaving me sore and aching. It’s impossible to ignore his absence, even when it’s for such a short period. Last night, I missed his input during the conversation, continually underestimating how much he does to keep me anchored among the spirits.

“Is Calliope going to be there?” Valentin asks.

We’re walking down the treacherous trail that leads to the river, the lean light from the early sunrise our saving grace.

I grimace. “She’s the primary guardian of the river, so yes. But Everest will be there, so you don’t need to worry; she’s pretty good about listening to him.”

“But you avoided going down there until recently.”

Valentin is catching on a lot quicker than I’ve given her credit for. “She doesn’t have centuries worth of pent-up anger against you. And we’ve made up, sort of.”

As in, she hasn’t tried to charr me recently despite having the perfect opportunity.

“What happened, again?” Valentin asks, letting out of a puff of air as she hops down a large rock.

I’m grateful that she’s walking ahead of me, so she doesn’t see my cheeks flush. I wipe the film of sweat above my brow. “Everest and I had an incident forever ago. She hasn’t forgiven me for it.”

“Must have been some incident,” Valentin muses, evidently curious but too polite to pry. I hope the ghosts pick up on her manners, because anyone else would’ve been down my throat about a story that I do not want to tell. Already, the memory of my fingers grazing Everest’s skin sets off clanging bells in my head.

I change the topic. “So, did anything else come back to you?”

“I think I dreamt of my previous life last night.” Valentin winds her necklace around her fingers. “I woke up with this feeling of knowing and belonging, and it was terrifying to realize that I wasn’t back in my bed. And then it all slipped away so quickly, I couldn’t hold onto it.”

I can’t imagine what that would be like, to wake up one day and forget this place, the stability it imparts on my bones. What would I dream of, I wonder? Egging Beam on as she provokes Quill in the archives, demanding to see dinosaurs and fairies tucked away in snow-crested woods. Or would it be a warm nightmare: Ender relentlessly pursuing me until I listen to him explain in detail the difference between Doric and Corinthian architecture? Would I wake up with a pit in my stomach if I’d dreamt of Everest, smiling at me in my tent, holding a mass of time in his hands like a dying star, only for it to vanish upon waking?

It’s ineffable, the people you trust with the mundane moments. The safety blanket they throw on you when you’re cold at night. Valentin looks like someone who’s been stripped of it, and I desperately hope that whatever Everest has up his sleeve helps her take a step forward.

We arrive at the clearing and are immediately greeted by the sound of Calliope snoring. One giant eye opens lazily, and if she’s still tending to a grudge, she doesn’t show it. Everest appears around her, his arm outstretched in welcome, and I nearly trip over a stone and fall face-first into the river.

Everest’s hair looks like white gold in the soft sunlight. His shirt is unbuttoned down the front, and the river’s dew still clings to his skin. He’s just made time; I’m sure of it. His power fizzes, hanging in the air, which must be why I’m having such a physical response to his presence. Despite the distance between us, I’m zeroed in on every inch of him. It feels dangerous to get any closer.

“Good morning,” he says, obnoxiously cheery. “Did you sleep well?”

Valentin gives him a tight smile. “As well as can be expected.”

“I hope the nights get easier for you,” he says with a small bow. “Although, I also hope you don’t have too many more nights here. Lovingly, of course. Come on down here to the water.”

I take a seat on a giant rock next to Calliope as Valentin heeds his instruction. “Not going to ask me if I slept well?”

Everest gives Valentin a hand as she takes the last steps down to the bank. “I think I already know the answer to that. I could hear you worrying from across the fair.”

“I thought you didn’t get back until this morning,” I say casually, reining in the urge to ask him where he went. He seems unruffled, like he wasn’t on one of his usual side-quests. He probably just got back from harassing his Aunt Chaos to let him play at being one of her agents for a while.

“Middle of the night,” Everest says, with no further explanation. “Val, you might want to take your shoes off. I should have told you to wear something better suited for getting into the river. Sorry about that.”

“At this point, you could put me in a clown costume and tell me to do jazz hands and I’d obey,” Valentin says, bending down to roll up the hem of her pant legs.

“Don’t give him any ideas,” I say.

Calliope huffs in agreement. Everest climbs up the bank and settles down next to me. There’s a bite to the morning air, and the warmth of his nearness drives straight into my gut. I try my hardest not to shift closer to him.

Valentin, shoes off and legs appropriately bare, steps into the water.

“It’s freezing,” she yells, her teeth chattering up a storm.

“Do you want Calliope to warm up the water for you?” Everest asks. “I’m sure she can conjure up some–”

“No, thank you!” Valentin says. “Just tell me what I’m supposed to be doing in here before my legs fall off.”

“Focus on the foam,” Everest says, while I laugh into the back of my hand. “And on the feeling of the water against your skin. The river is made up of memories and timelines, so I’m hoping that your presence will act like gravity, drawing in parts of your other life. Look for words that appear near your legs, on the rocks to your right, see if anything sparks a hint of recognition.”

“Words?” Valentin asks, bending down so her braids curtain her face. “Where the– Oh!”

“I’m going to go get you a towel,” I say, getting to my feet, but Valentin is engrossed by whatever she’s seeing in the foam. “Please don’t let her get hypothermia,” I tell Everest before setting off towards the fair.

It’s a quick trip back to my tent, where I pull out a thick, fluffy towel along with warm socks and an oversized cardigan. Secretly, I wanted to walk through the fair on my own during my favorite time of day, when the sky blushes from the sun’s attention and the mountains kiss the cotton clouds drifting above. There’s nothing quite as romantic as a sunrise.

The early winter breeze carries Valentin and Everest’s voices to me as I return to the bank.

“How do you do it?” Valentin is asking. “Being here forever, away from everyone else.”

“It’s different for me,” Everest says. “I do get to leave, like I did yesterday. But this is my home, and I’m irrevocably anchored to it. It’s not like you or Ryka. This is my past and my present. And it’ll be my future.”

There’s a strange pitch to the way he says future, but maybe it’s just the wind.

“At least you’ve had company,” Valentin muses. “The ghosts, Calliope, Ryka.”

“They come and go,” Everest says, and I can picture the nonchalant shrug that accompanies that tone. “Except Calliope; she’s stuck with me forever.”

The dragon snorts affectionately.

Everest continues, “The ghosts cycle through. Some decide to pass on to other resting places, and of course we get new ones here occasionally. Time isn’t the same for me as it is for you – you think we’ve all been together for longer than you can imagine. It’s been nothing for me.”

His nothing stabs me in the heart.

“Ryka’s stuck around longer than others, or so I hear,” Valentin says. I’m almost back, but I lighten my steps, slow my pace.

Everest laughs. “None of the keepers are ever thrilled to assume their role, but if given the choice, Ryka would have been the first one out. Her pride is the only thing bigger than her will, which is why she’s trapped here.”

I stop in my tracks. I’ve seen every side to Everest that there is to see, but this vulnerability is rare, at least with me. That thought makes me nauseous.

“That sounds lonely,” Valentin says.

“It’s okay,” Everest says, and I imagine how his face brightens. His distinctive enthusiasm is buoyant, palpable even when I’m only tracing the shape of him based on the inflection of his words. “It’s an honor to be where people stop by. You learn a lot from transition, and this is the ultimate liminal space. In some ways, it’s the most exciting place to be.”

I stomp down hard, letting out a loud, feigned groan as I traverse the last strip of the path down to the bank. Valentin and Everest are sitting next to each other on the rock, both bodies angled around to look at me.

“Thank you,” Valentin says as I toss her the towel. She wraps it around her legs and under her feet.

“I got you these, too,” I say, holding out the socks and cardigan. She immediately slips on the sweater, sighing at the touch of warmth.

“Nothing for me?” Everest asks.

“It’s not like you wear the clothes you do have,” I say, eyeing the panel of firm skin still exposed by his unbuttoned shirt. “You’re made of ice; I’m convinced of it.”

“You haven’t gotten close enough to find out,” he says.

“I’m good.” Do I have to sound like an out-of-tune guitar when he’s pulling my leg? “So, anything interesting in the wordy foam?”

The shit-eating grin on Valentin’s face dulls so quickly I regret the question. “No, it was mostly generic. A lot of mentions of my mom – or well, a mom. Something about coffee and a pine cottage and presents. Nothing that jolted a memory.”

“Well, it was worth a try,” I say, exchanging a glance with Everest. He’s chewing on his lip in thought, clearly onto another idea.

“What did Quill say?” Everest asks.

I hesitate, then tell him about the plan to scry on the night of the eclipse. I’m an awful liar, and I’m certain that he can tell that there’s more to the story, but Everest is too distracted by the opportunity at hand.

“I hadn’t thought that was possible,” he says. “I’ll have to talk to her about it, see what work she’s done on this spell already. Even I can’t maneuver time like that.”

“Let’s not bother her until she’s done,” I interrupt. Quill’s never given up my secrets to anyone, but despite his roguish charm, there’s no one who sees through smoke screens as clearly as Everest.

“You’re right; better to prepare for the next trip.” He raises an arm, and I take his hand in mine, helping him get up to his feet. He winces with pain, but the brief contortion in his face vanishes as quickly as it appeared.

“Are you okay?” I ask, helping Valentin up next.

“Of course,” he says, flashing me a wide grin. “All this work made me hungry. Let’s get some food. Val, have you had the licorice cotton candy yet, or has Ryka only made you try the boring flavors?”

He swings an arm around her and heads off up the riverbank, but I’m stuck on the pain on his face, and how he pulled away from me a little too quickly.

Maybe I’m not the only one keeping secrets.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The next week brings with it yet another failed trip. This time, we’re unseen, but the end of the rot takes us to an unsuspecting bicyclist riding up the slopes of Darjeeling.

“I could chase after them,” Beam says forlornly. We watch as the string of time trails behind the cyclist, drifting further and further away from us. “Have we ever had moving rots like this before?”

“Nope,” I confirm, but this isn’t the first thing that feels odd about the trip. Besides Everest, the ghosts, and the cyclist, we’re all by ourselves out here. The heat beats down on our necks, but within the warmth is something else. A palpable presence. It reminds me of the fair’s consciousness when it’s at its peak during the eclipse, or upon the arrival of a new visitor.

“Are you okay?” Ender asks as I turn around for the fifth time, squinting down the beaten trail.

I wave him off. “Just a little jumpy.”

Everest meets my gaze and it’s so brief, this flash of knowing or recognition, that I wonder if he senses it too. To add to the disorientation, the string wound around my hand feels unusually thin and light, and I check it repeatedly to make sure it’s still there. The effects of the rot are growing; I feel it in my bones. Uneasy, we bid goodbye to the terraced tea plantations and bright summer sun before whisking ourselves back to the fair, defeated.

Things only get worse from there. Iris urgently informs us that Boyshev, a former Ukrainian Knight who fell into a coma and slipped into the carousel, has disappeared.

After hours of searching for him in every tent, with special attention paid to the performance arena where he masquerades as the fair’s opera singer, we find him tangled up in the carousel itself. Beam lets out a bloodcurdling shriek when she sees his head sticking out of the rot. And before I know it, I’m on my knees, bartering with the increasingly erratic carousel to let us extricate his body. All the ghosts begin avoiding the heart of the fair more than they already did.

Winter grows from a gentle nibble to a voracious beast in a matter of days.

No one, including Geneva, comments on its rapid onset.

“This tends to happen before the eclipse,” I tell Valentin, who is not a fan of the snowfall that coats the fair. At least our home appears to be keeping up with the drop in temperature. More candles go up, catching crystals in their warm glows, and there’s a sense of coziness that can’t be captured in any other season.

And the swift approach of the eclipse brings with it other auspicious events. I breathe a sigh of relief at the clear night sky that greets me as I poke my head out of my tent before gathering a warm blanket and heading out.

Everest finds me in his tent, pulling uselessly at his biggest, most precious telescope.

“You are so impatient,” he says, picking up the blanket that I’ve left on his bed and slinging it over his shoulder. He joins me opposite this beast, placing two sturdy hands on the other end of the telescope.

“Pull your weight,” I tell him as we lift it up together.

“I’m sorry, captain,” he says, using one leg to sweep away the tent entrance before expertly maneuvering his end outside. “It’s just so heavy, I can barely breathe.”

I roll my eyes. The truth is, Everest could probably lug this thing out himself. One time, though, he nearly rammed the optical tube into his desk; I’ve made it a point to direct his movements ever since.

“We should get a good view tonight,” I say.

The Milky Way is a patchwork of brilliant stars sewn into dark velvet, and I’m eager for a sense of normalcy amidst the problems with the carousel. Tonight is a rare, long-standing tradition that should give me just that. Valentin is reclusive, the ghosts are on edge, and it’s still too early to dive into the carousel. All this sitting around and waiting isn’t good for any of us.

We work with the quick effectiveness of people who have made this routine. Everest has the most incredible collection of space-viewing tools I’ve seen, and they’ve become a hearth for my nostalgia.

My mother was a lover of Vedic astrology, and while I didn’t care for it during my human life, looking above now makes me feel closer to her. I remember the awe-inspired tenor of her voice as she talked about the heavens, and how my father and I would exchange fond but skeptical looks, letting the information in one ear and out the other. I would do anything to be sitting across from her, drinking tea and letting her regale me with celestial folklore, while my father, the mathematician, lovingly refutes her arguments. Moreover, stargazing makes me feel small and insignificant when I’m overwhelmed, and all my problems diminish into a blip. My version of Beam’s fort.

I set up the telescope mount while Everest lays out a blanket on the ground, smoothing out curled corners. We make adjustments to the settings and debate the best angle. Then, we settle onto the blanket and wait.

“Do you remember the first time we saw Halley’s comet go by?” I ask him, lying down. It was jarring, realizing that the astronomical events that occurred here were the same as the ones back home. Everest explained to me that the fair’s skies change per its disposition, typically to suit its occupants’ needs. That night it must have sensed my potent homesickness, and as my interest in its activities grew, we were granted more time with the Earth’s sky. Many familiar constellations are visible at all times, and it fills me with a surge of affection for the fair. It gave me a window to back home, and some of my happiest memories involve lying down on the ground and savoring the unrelenting consistency of the universe despite the disruptive changes it brings.

Everest lies down next to me, adjusting my fanned hair so he doesn’t pull at it. His fingers brush the top of my head. “Wasn’t that right after the axeman?”

I laugh. The axeman showed up to the fair shortly before the comet passed by. He was confused and deranged, threatening to chop off the necks of all the ghosts at the fair if they didn’t give him back his axe. How he was going to commit said crimes was unbeknownst to him and us, but the ghosts were not thrilled, so it fell upon me as keeper and ghost babysitter to get rid of him.

I roll over to my side, resting my head on a folded arm. He mimics me so we’re lying face to face. “That was the first time I felt like I really knew what I was doing here.”

He grins. “What, because you hatched the plot to lure him back to the carousel? That was a stroke of genius, by the way. Pretending to be his wife. What a lucky man.”

I poke him hard in the chest, hoping the night veils the blush that rises to my cheeks. “There’s a lot you can learn about people if you pay attention to what they’re saying.”

The axeman was mumbling something about a ‘Maria’, and how she’d left him in the middle of the night. I’d felt a stab of pity for him, watching as his fury had turned into pain. After that, it had been a matter of some sweet-talking, pretending to want him to come home to me, and bringing him close enough to the carousel so Everest could push him into a different resting place.

I hope the axeman is okay.

“I remember,” Everest says. “You’d been so upset until that day. It was the first time I heard you laugh.”

It’s difficult to maintain eye contact when he’s this close to me, his hair pressed into his cheeks, eyes sparkling with wit, mouth upturned. I draw my gaze down to the soft pool of his black sweater. “I was so depressed my first year here.”

It haunts me even now, the shadow of the person I’d been. “I’d just felt like I was finally coming into myself at twenty-seven, you know? Your twenties are so strange. I felt like I was constantly playing catch up to everyone around me; they were all getting married, having children, buying homes, and I was trying to feed myself one proper meal a day between pulling all-nighters at the hospital. The year I came here – the year that Nova fell sick – was the hardest of my residency. I could barely breathe, but for some reason, I felt closer to everything than I ever had before. I could see the decades of hard work and planning paying off.”

Everest says nothing, but every inch of him is listening.

“This feels like that,” I tell him, swallowing hard. “Like I finally had things under control, but it’s all spiraling so quickly.”

I like order, rely on it insistently. I was the student who woke up at five a.m. every single day to run then study. I had color-coded binders and an hour-by-hour schedule. I planned for unforeseen variables and then some, but the universe loves to play games with planners like me. It felt like the stars were laughing the day I walked into the fair.

He touches my chin, prompting me to meet his gaze. “You’re not handling this alone, you know? You’ve got a fair full of people to help. And a god.”

I smirk. “Has anyone told you what a useless god you are? Aren’t you supposed to be able to snap your fingers and make this all go away?”

He laughs. “I would if I could.”

I drop my head into my elbow. “I’m over five hundred years old. This should be easier by now, but I feel like an imposter adult. Like…all that’s changed since I was eighteen is a dulled edge to my persistence, and a staggering blow to my confidence.”

Everest scoffs. “That’s exactly how it’s supposed to be. I think the ancient and the newly born have one thing in common: the urge to scream into the universe. And it gets harder as you get older, because you quickly realize how few people there are who will listen to you cry.”

Anyone else wouldn’t hear the edge that creeps into his tone, but I’ve learned the subtle inflections in his temperament. Sure enough, there’s a tightness to his profile. “Still no word from your siblings?”

“No, but that’s not what we’re talking about,” he says, side-stepping the topic like he always does. Everest is an open book with most things, but he’s tight-lipped with family. All I’ve gleaned is that they’re distant, despite his every effort to connect with them. He’s only mentioned Cyrus more than once, his closest friend and confidant who, over the years, has also drifted away.

“If I get to trauma-dump under the stars, you do too,” I reason with him. “We deserve one heart-to-heart under Halley’s comet.”

He turns to me. “Does that mean I have to wait another seventy-six years for another piece of you?”

“Maybe.”

Everest nods seriously. “I’ll have to use my godly powers to yank Halley around more frequently, then.”

I smack him gently on the shoulder. “Tell me about them.”

He sighs, one thumb absent-mindedly drawing circles on the back of my hand. “We were born with time, the twelve of us. I have vague memories of us growing up together, back when chaos thrived and the universe had just been conceived. Obviously, that didn’t last long, and we all went on to take dominion over a realm. The fair has always been…the least desirable.”

“You’ve mentioned that before, but why? You’re not even the one who has to go into the carousel and do the work.”

“Because of the ghosts,” Everest says, frowning like it’s obvious. “And the keeper. My siblings aren’t big fans of people-management.”

“When did you last hear from them?”

“I don’t know.” His voice is strained. “A couple hundred years? I should take the hint, but I tried reaching out recently, actually. That’s why I was away.”

I sit up at that. “You went to go see one of them?”

“I tried reaching out to Cyrus to see if he would help me with our issue.”

His expression is so worn that, for a second, I’m overwhelmed by anger towards these gods I’ve never met. But there’s something else there, an ugly sense of relief in knowing where he went. This possessiveness I feel towards him is horrendous, and precisely the reason I’ve drawn such a hard boundary between us all these years. We crossed it once, and never again.

“This shit just gets harder, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” he says, turning to me. “But it has its moments.”

His thumb brushes the back of my hand again. It’s a gentle, nothing touch, but the combination of my traitorous thoughts, his skin against mine, and the particular intimacy that accompanies lying side by side with someone under a luminous night sky sends my blood pressure soaring.

“You’re not too bad at the listening thing either,” I gently mock, desperate to conceal the flambeed mess that is my emotions. “But you’re never allowed to repeat that back to me.”

“Too late,” he says, but his next words evaporate and he sits up. “Is that Valentin?”

I get up too, shivering as the cold swarms my body. Sure enough, there’s a dark figure wandering about the tents who looks decidedly like Valentin. I call her name.

She turns, hesitates, then sets out towards us.

“What are you doing?” she asks suspiciously. I realize what we must look like and drop Everest’s hand.

“Watching for a comet,” I tell her, and her apprehension melts away.

“And hiding from the ghosts,” Everest whispers conspiratorially. “If one more resident asks Ryka if they’re about to be held hostage by the carousel, we may have our first evidence of a secondary death.”

I pat the space next to me. “Want to join us?”

Valentin clutches her shawl tighter around her body, then plops down. “This is warmer than I thought.”

“I do aim to provide comfort,” Everest says, folding his arm under his head to prop it up. “Ryka here, took great issue with previous iterations of star-gazing blankets.”

“Those got damp,” I exclaim. “I might as well lie down on the snow.”

Valentin shudders. “Do you do this often?”

I reposition my body to make more room for her. “Yes, actually. You’d be surprised at how many celestial events happen here, and the fair is usually good at giving us clear nights for viewing. And even if nothing special is going on, it’s nice to look at the constellations.”

She’s studying the sky, and awe creeps into her face. You don’t get a view like this from most places on Earth, and I’d bet wherever she’s from is accustomed to the same degree of light pollution that I remember.

“I don’t know much about stars,” she admits. “And I don’t think it’s just my memory loss. I can’t explain it. Do you have a favorite constellation?”

“Oh, that’s an impossible question,” Everest moans. “How am I supposed to choose?”

I laugh. “I do. It’s called the Ophiuchus, or the snake charmer. It’s actually the thirteenth Zodiac. You can see it there.” I trace its shape in the night sky, pointing to the collection of stars off the center of the Milky Way that looks more like a house than a man holding a snake.

Valentin doesn’t look terribly impressed. “Why that one?”

“It’s so obscure,” I tell her. “Everyone knows the twelve Zodiacs, but no one talks about this one, even though it’s in the sun’s path.”

“Ryka has a soft spot for forgotten places,” Everest says.

He’s studying me intently, his fingers only a hairsbreadth from my hand, and I wonder if he’s thinking of the night he showed me the constellation. It was my first eclipse here. I was lonely, drunk, and very averse to the celebrations taking place around us – but also intrigued. He’d pulled me away to his telescope, and we spent an hour studying the night sky. When he told me about Ophiuchus, I’d felt an immediate affinity towards the sprawling constellation that I’d never heard of. Caught in an orbit but never seen.

It was my most vulnerable moment here. Everest’s eyes darken and I know he’s reliving the memory with me. Nothing could dispel the warmth that spreads from my core. When he gives me a small, knowing smile, I’m eternally thankful that Valentin showed up when she did.

“Yes, well, it should be someone’s favorite,” I finish.

“That’s lovely,” Valentin says, still fixated on what lies above us. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the sky this way before.”

“Wait till the eclipse,” Everest says, still fixed on me. His hand inches closer, grazing my fingers, so subtly that I can’t tell if it was on purpose or not. I wait for him to pull away, but he doesn’t, and there’s more electricity between us than in the carousel, the heart of time itself. The palpable press of history claws at us like a child that we’ve persistently neglected. “That’s when everything is unforgettable.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


A floating candle drifts dangerously close to Beam’s head. She lets out a disappointed burp, then asks, “Will the Tampering even work this year? The carousel didn’t seem to like us today.”

I swat the candle away before it lights the soft browns of her hair on fire. It is always so lovely to see the ghosts come to life, like a precious black-and-white movie rendered in color for an evening.

“I don’t know,” I say, pulling on my dress. It’s pale blue, hanging just off my shoulders and flaring from my hips down to the ground in shimmering ruffles. It’s a chilly evening, but with a trusted shawl, heated tents, and the presence of so many warm bodies, I’ll be okay.

Besides, it’s the eclipse, and the very nature of the day sets my senses alight in the most wonderful way.

Next to me, Valentin is picking through my trunk in search of something she likes. She picks up a rose-colored long-sleeve dress with a slit that ends half-way up her thigh.

“What’s the Tampering?” she asks, turning the dress this way and that, before deeming it appropriate, tucking it under her arm.

“Another ritual that comes with the eclipse,” I explain, recalling that she was asleep when most of us were preparing for tonight. “It’s the one evening we’re allowed to have fun. We’re given one chance to interfere with a timeline.”

Valentin frowns. “Mess with time?”

“It’s all low stakes,” I explain. “We can’t do anything major, like stop a war or the spread of a disease. Sometimes, Everest will veto a suggestion we think is appropriate, and it usually turns out that its implications are larger than we predicted.”

“Like when Ender wanted to let a murderer into a home,” Beam says, wine-dazed.

Valentin looks supremely concerned.

I sigh. “He thought the man looked cold and lonely, and his vote was to slip the keys to a home under the welcome mat. Naturally, that would have been a bad idea.”

“He shouldn’t have won that vote anyways,” Beam grumbles. Occasionally, she forgets that she isn’t a ghost-ghost on this night, so when she flops over, expecting to float midair, a look of surprise fills her face when she falls smack into the bed. I toss a pillow at her.

“So you all vote for what you’ll tamper with?” Valentin asks.

“A ‘vote’ might be too tame a word for what you’re about to witness.”

Beam throws the pillow back at me as I’m putting silver hoops into my ears. “Every ghost is allowed a visit in the carousel. We can explore, find stories we want to propose a change to, and then we fight over it for a few hours.”

“We won’t have that long tonight; we need to be ready to scry at the height of the eclipse,” I warn Beam. “Do you have your idea picked?”

Beam nods proudly. “And this year, I will win.”

Oh, how I hate to break it to her.

“That sounds…lovely,” Valentin says, coiffing her braids. “Is it just Everest who decides whether something is feasible?”

“For as long as we’ve been here, yes,” I say, taking one last look in the mirror. “I believe his siblings have partaken in the past.” A long, long-ago past.

It’s remarkable how quickly Valentin has eased into the rhythm of things. The atmosphere at the fair can get frenetic leading up to the eclipse and, considering the state of the carousel and her unexpected visit here, everything feels more manic and charged. There’s a hint of tension to her face, but curiosity, too. It’s impressive, her ability to take things in stride, and I’m giddy at the prospect of experiencing the evening through her.

I offer her my arm. “Come on. Let’s show you real magic.”

Valentin gasps the moment we step out of my tent, and I grin from ear to ear at the wonder melting off her in rivulets, every bit of it deserved. The fair is a marvel on the night of the eclipse.

Every tent is a soft poppy red, aglow with a yellow warmth, and strings of fairy-lights hang down the drapery. Floating candles bob along invisible string, lighting the cobblestone path through snow-paved grass all the way to the main tent, where the festivities take place. All around us, ghosts appear in vivid colors, enthralled by the momentary retention of their senses. It’s effervescent, seeing everyone grasp onto life so tightly on this one night. To appreciate the things I have every day and often take for granted. Stolen kisses, clandestine touches. The ability to feel one another, to demonstrate affection beyond words spoken with conviction.

More than anything else, this night makes us all feel human again. Each eclipse, I contend with just how far I am from the mortal woman who stumbled into the carousel in a fit of desperation, and tonight is particularly jarring because I have a first-row seat to Valentin’s very human perspective.

“Oh, my god,” Valentin says, her head tilting upwards. A shimmering aurora borealis, dyed purple and green, billows above our heads.

“The eclipse aurora is in a league of its own,” I admit, staring as a red corona splatters across the canvas of the night, which is illuminated by the full moon, yet to be eclipsed.

“This is…” she says, swallowing hard. “I have this ache, this wish that someone were here to see this with me. But I don’t know who.”

I give her hand a light squeeze, remembering just how much I missed my parents during my first eclipse. My mother would’ve been enchanted by the sky, while my father, ever the gourmand, would’ve sampled every bit of the fair’s delicacies. “It’ll come back to you. We’ll make sure of it tonight. But there’s so much more left to see.”

And that there is. As we weave through the crowds, there are platters of food and drinks, all conjured by the fair on this fine night. Plates of exotic cheeses, fruit, and skewered meats that smell of delectable spices are passed around. Ender made an impassioned request for doner kebab one eclipse, and it’s become a staple ever since. Valentin lets out a moan of pleasure as she takes a bite of my favorite hors d’oeuvre: a goat cheese and fig ball. Another plate passes by us, clustered with flutes filled with a dark red liquid. I snatch her wrist before she takes it.

“This is much stronger than what you’re used to,” I say quietly. “I won’t stop you, but I always wished someone did me the courtesy of a warning.”

Valentin squints at me. “I know that look. What did you do?”

I think of guttural laughter while looking through a telescope. The taste of wine mixed with spice and magic, massaging my senses, turning lights and sounds into a midnight euphony. I’d wanted to touch everything, everyone, and a razor-sharp memory slices through me of drawing stars on Everest’s cheek. Slurring, “You have a lot of freckles,” as his eyes glittered brighter than the bonfire. “And your skin is so soft.”

No, I’m definitely not thinking of that first eclipse. “Things I regret.”

“I’ll say,” Beam mutters, crunching on a roasted chestnut, and I give her a light smack on the head.

“Well, we’re scrying later, and I’d rather be in the right state of mind,” Valentin says. Wise woman. I knew I liked her.

Geneva appears behind me. “Took you all long enough!”

Her face is relaxed and flushed pink in a way that tells me exactly how many glasses of that wine she’s had. Keshav trails behind her, demure and sober, but they’re both dressed to the nines. She’s in a sharply cut sky-blue pant suit with a matching hat, while he’s in a dark grey coat, black trousers, and has a soft cashmere scarf wrapped around his neck.

“We didn’t want to rush Val,” Beam protests.

Keshav leans in to kiss Valentin on the cheek. “Of course not. That wouldn’t do. Happy eclipse, my dears. You both look lovely.”

“You look great, yourself,” I say, accepting a kiss on the cheek from him. It’s so nice, being able to feel the love of these people for a day, to bask in their affection.

Beam’s hand slips into mine. “Can we rush now? Everyone’s headed over.”

“I wouldn’t dare keep us any longer,” Valentin says, taking Beam’s other hand. We head after the stream of people, down the path to the carousel. Chatter overlays the swing of jazz music, rippling through the air. It’s hard to see past all the suddenly solid heads. It’s the one time my eye isn’t instantly drawn to the ethereal turquoise, cold as winter’s heart. Not with so many faces, awash with joy and color, alight under the aurora and a thousand burning candles. Geneva elbows us a path forward, and we blaze past spirited hellos and embraces on our way to the front. I don’t realize I’m searching for him until I see him.

Everest stands across from us, in a vivacious conversation with two people. My breath hitches as I take in the sight of him. He’s opted for an elevated version of his usual look, a deep black shirt that clings to the hard lines of his chest, and equally dark trousers. The candlelight makes everything about him more beautiful: the sharp cut of his jaw, the angelic gleam in his hair. He tilts his head back in laughter, and for a moment, I don’t see anyone else.

As if he senses me, our eyes lock across the raucous carousing.

“It’s incredible seeing everyone out here,” Valentin says, taking in the crowd. “Do they always look so…?”

“Unbearably good-looking?” I mutter. The ghosts do have an unearthly aura to them tonight, a glow under their flesh.

“You wouldn’t be talking about me, would you?”

Of course he hears that.

“One day, you’ll learn that not everything is about you,” I say. I’m glad I got the words out when I did. On a night when the sky is a painting in motion, and the unblemished moon glistens over the mountain range like a diamond mounted on a ring, Everest still manages to be the most astonishing thing I’ve seen. He leans in to kiss Valentin on the cheek, and I know it’s coming, but I still can’t help but tense when he leans in, his lips brushing the side of my face so lightly that there’s barely contact.

“To be clear, everything tonight is about me,” he says with a wicked grin. “They’ve all been buttering me up for hours now. I haven’t heard your pitch though.”

I stick my nose up at him. “I don’t resort to ingratiating the judge.”

Everest cocks his head at me, and for the first time, his eyes drop from my face to my dress, raking a line across my body. “My loss.”

My heart stutters, but I’m rescued from any attempt at conversation when Geneva prances in front of the carousel and claps loudly.

“We’ve dilly dallied enough!” she announces, and it is impressive how far her voice carries. “Let us begin!”

In hindsight, I could have prepared Valentin better.

The fair is chaotic on its most average day, but on the eclipse, everything is dialed all the way up. The carousel crackles with fickle energy as bodies fall in and out of it, ghosts holding hands and giggling to themselves over their choice of Tampering event. It’s hotter than it usually is given the number of corporeal bodies, and many of them, like Beam, have forgotten that they can’t fly or pass through things, which leads to accidents aplenty. Falling snow alleviates the surge in heat, and it feels like the kind of evening I’d only read about in books – sumptuous and seductive and perfect.

It’s a treat to the senses, but it can be overwhelming, as well. And that’s without taking into consideration all the fighting.

“We cannot assassinate anyone,” I repeat patiently for the fiftieth time to Nori, a ghost who has had the same request for the last one hundred years or so. “No murder, or any event that leads to murder. And especially not of a sovereign of a nation.”

“What if they’re a colonizer?” someone calls.

I did try to have the Koh-i-Noor diamond returned to India my first year, but apparently that was pushing our luck too far. “No murdering colonizers, either,” I say apologetically. “But there are other approved tactics you could explore.”

“Like making sure their clothes don’t dry before an important meeting,” Nori says glumly – it’s clear she’s not happy about the extent of this punishment.

“Or sticking a spider down their shirt,” Beam says.

“Unless you find a spider that’s been misplaced by time, that might be difficult to do,” Everest chimes in. He’s lounging by a tree, hands casually in his pockets, shamelessly basking in the rarefied power he holds to make one person’s low-stakes time interference dream come true. Despite my best attempts, I’ve been stealing glances at him every few seconds, and caught him looking at me every single time.

“I like the water idea,” I say. “We could aim for their pants. But we do need to hear from everyone else, as well. Who hasn’t gone yet?”

The proposals always span a large breadth of topics. Beam, true to form, has latched onto a boy whose love letter was missed by the post. She’s insisting that we ensure safe delivery of said mail, and Everest confirmed that it wouldn’t have any repercussions of a concerning magnitude. On the other hand, Ender has found a building on the verge of collapsing due to a feather exerting untoward pressure on a fracture.

“If not a feather, it would be something else,” Beam argues. “This helps no one.”

“Someone could fix it before something else happens!” Ender says. “Why do we always have to help people? Why doesn’t art count too?”

“I want to stop water from spilling over my painting!” Iris calls. “It was my magnum opus!”

“No interfering with your own past,” I sigh.

Iris glares at me. “You’re just biased.”

We both look to Everest, who raises his hands in a show of neutrality. “The keeper speaks the truth.”

And that’s that. Things always ratchet up another level when we get to our requests, and given the unique circumstances and effort it took to even get in the carousel this year, everyone’s more attached than ever. Naturally, we had to avoid any parts with rot or risk being mildly electrocuted (Ender learned this the hard way, repeatedly). We also had less control over where we wanted to go. This is the only day we’re able to control our destinations to some degree, but everyone’s mental requests went at least a little awry.

I’ve got a soft spot for students, particularly women of color, but my intention of helping a fellow medical student landed me in an elementary school setting instead. I made do, though. There’s a girl in Kerala who misplaced her test notes and couldn’t find them before her exam. I make an impassioned speech for giving her the five extra seconds she would need to see them wedged behind her trash can, where her demonic little brother hid them in an attempt at being funny.

Meanwhile, Geneva has found a mother who’s unable to catch a flight to see her child because her boss has decided to make her work late.

“I want to poison his food,” she says determinedly, daring anyone to defy her.

I brace for her anger. “No poisoning.”

She waves me off. “Food poisoning, he doesn’t have to die.” Even if she’d prefer it that way.

I look at Everest for confirmation. He shrugs, and it’s like I can hear his “your call” from here. How helpful.

“We can consider it,” I tell her, hoping he will interfere if we take it too far.

And so it goes – on and on until everyone’s had their say. Even Valentin gets into it at one point, having been talked into Beam’s romantic notions over the course of the evening. Though it’s gotten loud and erratic in here, I’m having a blast, nearly forgetting what’s waiting for us at the end of the night, when the moon is cast in a shroud of total darkness. I don’t need wine to feel inebriated, high on the unadulterated emotion permeating the air.

At one point, Cillian makes his grand appearance, prancing from the archives, ready to take a bite out of any unchaperoned food. His long, white fur shimmers in the candlelight, and it’s a contest to see who he’ll let pet him the longest (Beam always wins). The fair decides to join in the fun by enchanting a bat costume on our favorite feline, the long black wings of which cast a terrifying shadow. Cillian’s eye widens to the size of the moon, and he breaks into a run, which makes the wings start flapping, and I’m not sure what’s louder, his yowling or Geneva’s cackling.

“Come here, buddy,” I coo at him while wiping traitorous tears of laughter from my cheeks. He leaps into my arms and I detach the wings, a favor he rewards by lovingly biting my hand.

“Time to vote!” I declare after another hour, interrupting the heated discussion on whether the murder of plants constitutes illegal tampering. The vote is as much of a mess as the discussion, everyone screaming out their favorite proposal, and it’s basically a contest of who’s loudest.

“This is wild,” Valentin says, reappearing at my side. Her cheeks are flushed, and I swear her body is vibrating. As Everest declares Nori the winner of this year’s Tampering, and begins to thread a navy-blue timeline through the carousel, I relax my head on her shoulder, taking it all in.

“It’s the best.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


A beautiful slow song, with a swinging percussion, beats through the air, but the true melody is in the clinking of glasses and high-pitched yelps that echo across the main tent. The drapes have been pulled apart, revealing the magnificent night sky. It’s always special on the eclipse, but whichever force orchestrates this evening has outdone itself tonight. A curtain of green hangs against the black abyss, and I’m lost in the delicate turns of the aurora dancing above our heads.

“This is marvelous,” Valentin says. She’s sitting next to me, her head swiveling to take in the celebrations. “If this were a haunting, I would never fear loss.”

I laugh. “How much of Geneva’s stash did you smoke?” I can smell the musk on everyone, including Beam, who’s been on Cillian duty since he was found face down in a bowl of mashed potatoes. He’s alternating between purring and trying to get out of Beam’s arms while she’s in deep conversation with Quill. The tome is resplendent on her polished mahogany stand and has been waxing poetic about dinosaurs for at least an hour. All notions of being clear-headed for scrying have vanished, and I can hardly blame them for succumbing to the night’s seduction. A candle floats dangerously close and I swat it away.

“Enough to never want to leave,” Valentin admits. “I mean, I do want to go back to…wherever I’m from, but I would be lying if I said that this place hasn’t been the loveliest dream.”

Her eyes are closed to the music, and a wide smile sits on her lips.

“Would you not go back if you had a choice?” I ask before I can stop myself.

I don’t know what I’m expecting – an assertive yes, complete faith in a decision she’s known to be true – but Valentin blinks slowly. Chews on her lip.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I’ve only been here for so long, and I’d be turning away from everything I’ve built and loved in another life. I can feel it, this purpose that’s calling me back. Like a missing puzzle piece, except I don’t know what the image is.”

I nod absentmindedly. I’m more emotional than normal tonight, and there are too many reasons to pinpoint, none that I can isolate. There’s the general high of the celebration, the company of people I love, the anticipation of what’s to come, and the never-ending, always-present wonder about why I’m here and where I should be.

“Everest and Iris are putting on quite the show,” Valentin says, raising her glass to the revelry.

I glance over at the dancing couple. Iris is laughing, her dress floating through the air in a dazzling burst of color, while Everest spins and dips her with each beat of the music. “This is nothing. You should have seen him with this woman he brought to the festivities a few years ago. I was on the brink of blindfolding Beam.”

“You wanted to blindfold yourself,” Beam mutters. I pretend not to hear her.

Valentin chuckles. “What about you? Have you had… company?”

It’s the most private question she’s asked, surely prompted by the rampant debauchery that’s ensnared everyone, including our polite guest.

“Sorry if that’s intrusive,” she says hurriedly. “It’s just that I’ve wondered because it’s only you here, and everyone’s a ghost, and you can’t leave…”

“No, it’s okay,” I assure her. “Some of the questers who’ve visited have asked me before.”

She waits patiently, uncertain whether to push me or not. I’m debating whether I want to continue, but Valentin’s face is warm and open.

“I don’t feel attraction in the same way as most people describe,” I say. “I can go a very long time without feeling any… needs. It’s not something I miss, which is usually something met with utter disbelief, but it’s how I’ve always been. Even in my old life, where I had human options, I mostly engaged with men because it was what was expected from relationships, and I didn’t have the vocabulary or, frankly, an understanding of myself to have an honest conversation about it. It was only after coming here and not having that pressure on me that I felt liberated.”

And it’s true. There are many challenges that come with being anchored to a fantastical realm, but a lack of sexual activity is not one of them for me.

“We’re our truest selves when we’re alone,” Valentin says. “I’m glad you were able to figure it out.”

“Honestly, I’m still not sure I have.” I take a sip of my water. “I see objectively good-looking individuals and understand why someone may be attracted to them, but I don’t feel it. Not with most people. But there was someone in my old life, a good friend who grew into something more for about a year. I enjoyed it then, for a while.”

He worked at the hospital where I did my residency, and we bonded over many an instant ramen meal in the dead of night. I finally felt that tug in my gut, this physical draw Novalie and others talked about that I’d never grasped. The rare few occasions I enjoyed sex came after deep emotional intimacy, but usually I was repulsed, counting down the seconds until it would be over. It was hard coming to terms with that.

“It must be difficult, figuring all of this out when you’re older,” Valentin says, frowning. “I think I can relate.”

I laugh at the very Beam-like furrow in her brow. “I can’t wait to figure out who you are, hopefully later tonight. But, yes, it’s confusing, having all these questions about yourself at an age when you’re supposed to have the answers. I was also proceeding at breakneck pace before I got here. It was school, then med school, then residency, and everyone told me I looked like I had it all together; and maybe in some ways I did, but in others, I didn’t have a single clue. And even now, five hundred years later, it feels like I haven’t figured out the core of who I am.”

“Time moves too slowly and too quickly all at once,” Valentin says, tipping her head back up at the sky. “It’s a strange age to be able to see your childhood and death in one glance.”

I bite down on my tongue to keep from laughing.

“What about Everest?” she asks. “Has anything ever…?”

My skin runs cold. “Nope.”

“Here we go,” Geneva says gleefully. Ender covers his mouth to disguise a laugh. I shut them both down with a glare that could put out every fire in this fair.

Valentin sucks in her cheeks. “Never?”

“Not never,” Keshav says, hiding behind Geneva.

My ears burn. “That doesn’t count.”

“A kiss counts,” Beam says.

Gods, I have to keep every substance out of her grubby little hands from this eclipse onwards. Out of everyone’s hands. Surely, as keeper, I can enact a total ban on smoking and drinking. I would be the villain of the eon, but it might be worth it to avoid conversations like this.

“What?” Valentin chirps. Who knew she was such a gossip? “When?”

“So long ago that multiple generations of your family weren’t even close to being on earth,” I say loudly, attempting to reel this situation back under control. “We have never been together. We’re friendly.”

Valentin hums. “Friendly doesn’t look at you like that.”

I glance up to see Everest walking over, a dangerous curiosity in his expression as he takes us all in. That same pesky pressure in my chest builds, demanding something I refuse to give.

“What’s so funny?” he asks.

“We’re giving Valentin a history lesson,” Beam says cheerily. Ender, Geneva, and Keshav burst into the kind of gasping-for-breath giggles that make me eternally grateful for turning down the various paths to inebriation offered during the eclipse.

Everest looks momentarily confused, but his expression clears when he turns to me. Fairy lights pirouette in his eyes. Reaching out a hand, he says, “I believe it’s time for our annual dance.”

I stare at his hand and experience a vivid memory of it gently cupping the back of my neck. I’m hyper-conscious of the way everyone’s staring at me, that I’m looking at him open-mouthed like a fool, but this tension that’s corded between us since the night of Halley’s comet has only thickened since, reaching a fever pitch today. I’m scared of what might happen if I take his hand. Everything I told Valentin about attraction and desire and love used to be true about Everest as well. He was nothing more than a traditionally attractive god who happened to be stuck in a fair with me. But he crept under my skin, slowly, then all at once, and it’s impossible to pretend otherwise.

“Why don’t we give this one to Val?” I say, smiling brightly.

His expression falters for a second, but he rallies, reaching for the woman next to me instead. “Would you do me the honor?”

Valentin gives me a funny look, but I wave her along. Everest helps her to her feet, and then they’re off, laughing as she tries to keep up with the steps. I watch him reposition her arms and guide her through the movements slowly, lost in thought.

“If I ask you to dance, would you deny me as well?” Keshav asks.

He’s smiling knowingly at me, like he can sense the turmoil in my chest.

Movement is exactly what I need to cut through the potion of regret and desire that’s been shoved down my throat. “I can think of no better leading man.”

We stand up together and his arm comes around my waist. We sway slowly in place, and every so often he spins me under his arm.

“You should put that man out of his misery,” Keshav says after a few seconds of stepping from side to side.

“He’s in no misery,” I scoff, stealing a glance at Valentin and Everest. The sight leaves me sore and wanting.

The issue is Everest and I are like…like prescription medicine to an ailment. Good in carefully measured doses but potentially lethal if combined inappropriately. In the current paradigm of our relationship, we mostly ignore everything that makes us so different, but the incident at the Mughal court proves that little has changed. I’ve watched his attitudes shift with the wind, and while he’s made his desire for me apparent, I wouldn’t be surprised if it dissipated once I give in.

Meanwhile, I would grow deeply, irrevocably attached, which is a risk I cannot take when I’m actively working on returning home. No, anything with Everest would be too much for me to handle, and after almost five centuries of no experience, save for a hasty eclipse kiss, I’m too scared to take the risk.

“For such a keenly observant person, sometimes you are very ignorant,” Keshav sighs into my ear.

“I don’t see you and Geneva making any progress in that regard either,” I can’t help but say. All this focus on me and my relationships, which I’ve very carefully let live in manageable capacities, when these two have been mooning over each other since day one. Even now, Geneva’s watchful gaze bores through my skin.

To my surprise, Keshav chuckles. “Not that you’re aware of.”

I pull back an inch. “You and…wait…when?”

He twirls me around. “We’re old-fashioned, Ryka. Not everything has to be out in broad daylight.”

“You sneaky little ghosts,” I say, unable to stop from smiling. “I’m happy for you, Keshav. For both of you.”

And I mean it. They’ve had difficult lives, difficult pasts, but I’ve watched them grow closer year after year. For all their bickering in the archives, they’ve carved out a space of their own. So different, but so beautifully compatible.

“You deserve to be happy too, Ryka,” Keshav says quietly.

I don’t respond, focusing instead on our steady movement. That is, until Geneva appears to our side out of nowhere.

“Time for eclipse preparations,” she says hurriedly.

I let go of Keshav, then assess the sky, where the moon is still very clear. “What preparations? We still have a while.”

“Oh, we have some matters to attend to,” Keshav says.

“But I do feel bad for making him leave you mid-dance,” Geneva says, raising her voice to a frankly unnecessary level.

“That’s alright–”

“I’d be happy to take over,” Everest says, materializing out of thin air in the middle of my sentence.

Keshav looks all too thrilled, taking Geneva’s hand in his. She tilts her head on his shoulder in the most un-Geneva like display of affection and winks at me. “I will see you both for the scrying.”

“Wait, no–”

But they’re gone, disappearing like those old cartoons that left puffs of air in their wake. Everest steps in front of me, one hand sliding over my waist and the other taking my hand in his solid, warm grip, and everything dims around his brilliant face, glowing with victory.

“I thought our annual dance went to Valentin,” I say, hoping to conceal my jitters with snark. All I can smell is the cypress clinging to the fabric of his shirt, the scent alone enough to pull me back to the night of my first eclipse.

Everest smirks, as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking about. “Our deal was one dance every eclipse. I didn’t realize it was transferrable.”

He spins me around to the slow drum beat before pulling me back to him with an ease that liquefies my insides into something soft and golden.

“I didn’t realize this was that important to you,” I joke.

He doesn’t crack even the slightest hint of a smile. “I can’t think of anything I wait for like this.”

And it’s this moment, when he’s so close that if I pressed up on my toes, loped my arms around his neck, I’d be able to kiss him. Instead, I tuck my head against his shoulder, because it’s easier to listen to his heart than to look at his face.

“Are you nervous?” he murmurs. The sound raises the hair on the nape of my neck and shoots straight to my core. I’m so discombobulated by the question, by the brush of his lips against the top of my head that I barely hear when he adds, “About the scrying.”

The butterflies in my stomach disintegrate. Of course, he wants to talk about the scrying. About what should be at the top of my mind.

“A little bit,” I admit, grateful for the change in conversation. I can get through this song, through being so close to him for a few minutes. “But I’m excited, too, you know? This could be the first step to…to uncovering something new.”

“To finding a way home” is what I wanted to say, but for some reason I can’t get the words out. He hums in agreement, but I can sense that, just like me, he has more trapped inside him, begging to be voiced.

At the last strum of the vintage guitar, I look up at him. The smile he returns is arresting. I’m still as stone when his hand comes up to my face, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, static as powerful as lightning between us. His fingers linger, brushing against the hoop in my ear.

He looks at something over my head, and a small crease appears between his brows. Just like that, the moment is over, and it’s so cold when he takes a step back.

“I think it’s time.”

Geneva’s gesturing wildly at us. Everest is already walking in her direction, but I’m rooted in place. We’d gotten close, far too close to repeating the mistakes of the first eclipse tonight. I’ve been diligent in avoiding giving into his charms, and I should feel relief that we’ve parted ways unscathed tonight, but I’m filled with something else in turn.

And I’m sure that every inch of me that he’s touched still burns.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


We gather at the edge of the archives, where the drapes have been pulled back to reveal the night sky.

The floating shelves have ceased their own dance, suspended above us in a grim circle. We’re the strangest coven, congregated around Quill, who’s most definitely reveling in being the center of attention. There’s a giant emerald bowl set next to her, filled with still, moonlit water prepared by Ender and Beam. Geneva’s petting Cillian, who has his eye marginally open in a casual show of interest. Keshav and I flank Quill with one hand each pressed to her pages.

Valentin clears her throat. “So, uh, how does this work if she doesn’t have hands?”

Hands, Quill scoffs. How pitiful to have to depend on such unreliable things. Why, one sharp blade and you could lop them right off.

“She doesn’t need them,” I translate, doing my best to avoid looking at Keshav, who’s coughing into his sleeve in an admirable effort to not laugh. “Put your necklace down here.”

Valentin hesitates but reaches back to unhook the chain around her neck. She lets it hang from the fastening, gently pooling it on a bare strip of table in between Quill and the bowl.

What am I supposed to do with it there? Quill asks, bristling against my palm. Put it in the bowl, child.

I swipe the chain from the table and dip it into the water, watching as it sinks to the bottom of the bowl. From afar, there’s a distant squeal as the eclipse celebrations continue, filling the air with spices and drunken laughter. Beam presses into my side, her warm hand wrapping around mine.

“What now?” Everest asks. He’s taken a seat and is surveying us with his head held in the cradle of his hands. I flush at the memory of his lips on my ears, the heat of his arm around my back.

Do you need privacy? Quill asks wryly. I shoot her a sharp glare as Keshav looks intrigued by the contents of my brain that have unwittingly spilled into our nosy tome’s head.

Focus on your task at hand, I instruct, then add out loud. “The foundation of scrying, or our hypothesis, lies in disrupting a timeline. If Val’s necklace holds a strong enough connection to her dimension, Quill can harness its energy to open a temporary portal.”

“So, I could go through it?” Valentin asks quietly.

“Not tonight,” I reply. “We’re testing in a stable medium first: water. But yes, if this works, the next step would be opening a portal in time.”

“I would wait to see how the carousel feels about your actions first,” Geneva comments. She’s still petting Cillian, but the motion is mindless, her face burning and haunted with emotions I’ve never seen her display before. Concern, maybe. Not that she’d ever admit it.

Everest cocks his head, hearing something we can’t. “It’s ready.”

And then it hits me. A gust of warm air like a dragon’s soft breath. The stirring of a giant, or some other long-slumbering power. The carousel always makes itself felt on the fair, but tonight its sentience is primal, a reminder that it’s the wheel on which the world spins. Burning anticipation sears the wick of our despair, stoked incessantly by the undeniable magic of the night, and then–

“Something is happening,” Ender exclaims, leaning over the bowl. Sure enough, the surface of the water ripples, and the moon disappears. It’s replaced by an image. A house with a freshly trimmed garden. We watch as the chestnut door swings open and someone familiar – Valentin – walks out.

“Oh, my god,” she whispers, falling to her knees in front of the bowl. Another figure races into the tableau, a woman with dark brown skin and long, luscious hair. Scry-Valentin’s face breaks into a wide grin as the woman pulls her into her arms and kisses her hello. The air around us warms – scented with amber and tea, brewed with ginger. Suddenly, I want to look away – their embrace is short-lived, but so intimate that it doesn’t feel right that we’ve all been privy to it.

“I don’t remember her,” Valentin says, a tear running down her cheek. She looks up, distraught. “Why don’t I recognize this place, her?”

Ender is scrutinizing the house in more detail. “The architecture resembles what I’ve seen in the 20th century, from Ryka’s world, which lines up with the clothes you were in when you arrived.”

“Not now, Ender,” Beam hisses.

“No, it’s okay,” Valentin says, rubbing her nose. “I want…I need to know where this is.”

As she says it, a subtle pressure builds around my ears, and the necklace twirls at the bottom of the basin, as if spun by a finger. Valentin and the woman vanish. The image transforms, revealing clean grey walls, lined with carts of equipment. A figure walks along the hallway in a white coat, a black stethoscope around her neck. It’s Valentin.

“You’re a doctor,” I whisper, in awe. Ender reaches over and squeezes my hand.

“I am?” Valentin asks, her prior sadness melting away to confusion. Her finger fiddles at the hollow of her neck, where her necklace normally lies. She’s looking at the sheet-vinyl floors like they’re the most marvelous invention. As scry-Valentin walks by, I spy a gold-tinted label on the wall.

“There, what does that say?” I ask, and we all bend over the bowl at the same time, heads knocking right into one another.

“Ow!” Beam says, “It’s no fun not being able to pass through you when I want.”

“I think it starts with a U,” I say, squinting at the metal plate, but scry-Valentin is on a mission marching through the halls. Nurses and physicians greet her hello, and I can definitely smell the bitter antiseptic clinging to the freshly cleaned surfaces.

“Ew,” Beam says, wrinkling her nose. The portal’s more open than we realized. Hovering above the water are thin, barely perceptible threads of time, evidence that the carousel is transmitting Valentin’s past to us, bringing with it wisps of sensations. The image flickers.

“No, wait, keep it there!” Valentin cries, but it’s too late.

I don’t control what we see, or for how long, Quill says, a hint of worry in her voice. The carousel is in control.

What does that mean? I ask her. Everyone else is trapped in this enchantment, glued to the bowl, and I can see the threads emerging from the water, connecting to each soul present. The carousel’s force has always been undeniable, but it’s never done anything like this before.

I don’t know, Quill admits. Something feels wrong. But it’s not done yet. Look.

This time, we’re in a different house. The warm, beige walls are split with large windows. Outside, the yard is coated in a layer of white snow, newly fallen. It’s Christmas; there’s an ornamented tree lighting up the frame. Valentin is inside the house with the same woman as before, but there are more people here, a family. An older Black man is sitting on an armchair with a little girl in his lap. She’s wearing reindeer ears and is laughing at a story he’s reading her from a book.

“I think…I think this is coming back to me,” Valentin says, looking all too overwhelmed. Now it smells like cinnamon and hot chocolate, the kind that warms you to the bone. Valentin’s finger hovers over the little girl. “This was her third Christmas, and we got her a doll house that she took apart in one day. I think…I think that’s my daughter.”

A daughter. It shouldn’t come as a surprise, not when I’ve woven through so many stories of families, but something about seeing Valentin in the scrying bowl strikes a nerve deep within me. She’s from the life I thought I’d live – a warm holiday morning, in a quaint home, filled with family. I study the scene greedily, as though looking for other signs that this is my dream. I see the well-loved blanket squeezed between the older man and the couch, the lace trimmed frock grazing her daughter’s little legs, and the haphazardly decorated tree, filled with mismatched ornaments they probably collected over years.

Something tugs at me. Like one of the threads has gone into my chest and is pulling at my heart.

What was that? I ask Quill.

She responds immediately. I don’t know–

Another tug, this time so hard that it yanks my attention to the mantle above the roaring fireplace. There, sitting in between a few framed photos of the loving family is a familiar wooden carousel, hand-carved horses set around it. All the existing pressure melts into a blanket tossed over my nerves. Suddenly, nothing and no one exists except me and this image. I want to zoom in, to disprove the tricks Quill must be playing on me, but I have no control over this illusion.

“Are you okay?” Everest whispers.

“Is that your mom?” Ender asks, as another woman walks into the frame.

All of the blood in my body turns to ice.

In this light, it’s unbelievable that I didn’t see the similarities before.

“Yes,” Valentin says, assured, breaking through her prior confusion. “That’s my mother.”

I look between Valentin and the woman in the bowl. They have the same strong nose and jawline, except the woman in the bowl is older, the smile lines beneath her eyes more pronounced. A rock the size of a grapefruit is lodged in my throat, closing off my airways. All this time I’ve wondered, never known if the fruits of my labor had paid off. If any of this had been worth it.

Finally, something says in my head, but it’s not Quill, and it isn’t me.

Valentin gasps as if she’s been drowning and has only just come up for air.

“Are you okay?” Beam asks, rushing to her side.

“I think I remember,” Valentin whispers, hoarse.

“I do too,” I say, aware of how thick my voice is. The tableau in front of us unfolds with presents opening, ribbons tossed in the air, but the whole time I’m focused on only one person. “I know who that is.”

“What? How do you…” Valentin asks, tearing away from the bowl. I can sense when she puts it together. “Oh, my god. She told me about you. You went to the…”

I can’t look at Valentin as she starts connecting the dots. Around us, everyone’s mumbling with confusion.

Only Everest quietly asks, “Who is she?”

I smile as Novalie hands her granddaughter an art easel.

“My best friend.”

I find Valentin at the bottom of the foothills, lying flat on her back in the snow.

“You should put this under you,” I tell her, tossing a blanket down. The only sign that she hears me is a twitch of her finger as it grazes the blanket. Otherwise, she remains fixated on the aurora, the hints of green dancing across her face.

I lay down the blanket myself, then sit, shivering as the snow molds to my weight.

“I’m okay,” Valentin says after a second. “I mean, I’m not completely okay, but I’m better than I thought I would be. The last hour, as everything came back to me…that was tough. I feel like I’ve gone through the five stages of grief five hundred times through.”

“Relatable.”

She pulls away from the night sky to look at me. I can see the string of questions sparkling silver on her tongue, but she bites them back one by one. “Do you miss it?”

The answer is immediate. “Yes. Everyday.”

Valentin’s brow furrows. “Have you tried to go back?”

This time I hesitate. “Every day.”

A look of understanding sweeps over her. “Do you think me being here…as in, me specifically, has something to do with you? You know, with mom…”

Mom.

I’ve had an hour to process it, but I don’t think I’ve even come close to wrapping my head around it. Novalie has a daughter, a granddaughter, a whole lineage that I would undoubtedly have been a part of. I wonder what gifts I would have showered on baby Val, whether Nova had given birth at our hospital. I study Valentin for similarities, and it’s jarring how many there are now that I know the truth. Before, she just looked familiar, but reckoning with that would mean that the centuries have swept away the sharp edges of my memories. How many faces from my past could now belong to anyone else?

“She told you about me,” I say, unsure how to continue.

“Of course she did,” she says. “I knew your name before I even knew my own. She told me she owed you her life. I didn’t know all the details until I was older, but I have to confess, I thought she was making it all up. The fair part, I mean. I thought maybe you’d had a horrible accident, and the trauma had led her to create this narrative in her head.”

“I would probably have thought the same. I don’t think I believed this place existed until it showed up in front of me.”

“You didn’t go looking for it?”

I run my fingers through the snow, wondering if that feels different here too. “God, no. We loved the myth, but I never thought it was real. The fair found me, not the other way around. Your mother…she wasn’t getting better; nothing was working. I had been at the hospital for a week straight, no sleep. I’m not sure I was in the right state of mind when I left for a run.”

My voice is grated with grief. Even though this happened centuries ago, the terror of nearly losing a loved one is not something that fully goes away. “We’d grown up together and planned our lives out, side by side. We had worked through every obstacle, and all of a sudden none of it mattered. I couldn’t lose her. That’s all I was thinking. It’s surreal, what happens to your brain when you’re desperate beyond belief, and thinking back on it, it was clear something supernatural was at play.”

Back then, I didn’t know what the carousel felt like, but now I’d recognize its radiant touch anywhere. “I was on a trail, searching for some sort of reprieve that wasn’t humanly possible to obtain, and then the fair showed up. There was a bright, silver light, so blinding I covered my eyes, convinced I’d hit my head too hard, and then Geneva stood in front of me.”

I jerk as Valentin’s hand reaches for mine, but I don’t pull away. The memory of that cold, Bay Area night is my own personal ghost, clinging to my back with its arm pressing down on the fragile bone of my throat.

“Thank you,” she says quietly. “It’s not nearly enough to just thank you. But thank you.”

I close my fingers around hers. “It means a lot to know that it was all worth it.”

And it is. I’ve been left to wonder all these years about the other end of this bargain I’d unsuspectingly struck, the Faustian reward that I’d never gotten to confirm for myself. Until she showed up at the foot of the carousel.

“As for your question,” I say. “I don’t know if it has to do with me, but I have to imagine we’re connected in some way. We’ll have to figure that out with Quill, but this is a promising first step. We pulled off scrying, we got back your memories, and she’s going to work on the spell to take us back to your home. Through a portal, like I’d mentioned.”

“Would you stay?” Valentin asks after a pause. “If you could, that is.”

It’s the question I’ve been asking myself. The possibility is suddenly threatening, looming, more convoluted than it’s ever been. On the one hand, this is all I’ve wanted since learning about my indenture as keeper. On the other hand, I’d always imagined returning to my time, back in my early residency years with Novalie by my side. What would it look like to go back to Valentin’s adulthood, still around the people I love, but so far removed from the fatigued twenty-seven-year-old who had each milestone laid out in her mind’s eye?

“I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “Tell me more about her though, about all of them.”

And Valentin does. She tells me about Nova, who followed our plan to the T. First Black female cardiothoracic surgeon at San Francisco Hospital, residency coordinator and department chair later in her career. She met Valentin’s dad at our karaoke bar while delivering her iconic rendition of Celine Dion’s “That’s the Way It Is”. Poor guy didn’t stand a chance. He’s a real estate developer, quiet and mild-mannered, the calm to Novalie’s storm and the wind beneath her wings. They have two children, Valentin and her younger brother, Zion, who’s currently regretting his decision to follow in his sister’s footsteps at the trauma ward.

“He loves it, though,” she laughs, and I do too, because I remember that feeling, the exhilaration that came with the late nights, the intense feeling of purpose behind my existence that’s palpable after a successful surgery. She tells me about her wife and their daughter, and I’m crying all over again. Valentin watches me quietly, like she understands everything I’m feeling, even though she can’t. No one possibly can. I’m being torn apart by joy and love, by grief and envy. It’s ugly and vicious and so wholly human in a way I’ve forgotten.

“This might be a long shot, but do you know how my parents are doing?” I ask.

They’ve been on my mind ever since I saw that little girl on her grandfather’s lap. Right now, I’d do anything to hug my mom, to feel the press of her gold bangles as she holds me tight. I’d give everything up to sit across the table from my dad and help him solve the crossword, laughing as he shakes his head at references he doesn’t understand.

Valentin stills. “Yes, of course. Mom’s always kept in touch with them, and I’ve known them as long as my own grandparents. They downsized. Left Palo Alto and moved into an apartment in the Outer Sunset, so it’s easier for us to visit.”

My heart twinges. Mom always said the house was too big for her, and it must have felt cavernous after I left.

“Your dad retired a couple years ago,” Valentin continues. “It took a lot of convincing from your mom, my mom, and me, honestly. You know how he is.”

“Stubborn as ever.” My dad loved teaching, and he always said he’d only resign when he wasn’t able to work anymore. “Wait. Why did you all want him to stop?”

Mental math has never been my strong suit; add in adjusting for time travel and now generations of family members…I’m in a tizzy.

When Valentin’s expression shutters, my stomach turns on itself. “Your dad…he developed a bad heart condition a few years ago. He passed in his sleep last year.”

The world sways dangerously around me. It’s shattering, the moment you realize that the most time you’ve spent with your parents is in the past, that you can scramble to find more but it won’t be enough. But I never got to have that gradual realization. I never got to experience their infrequent appearances at my shoebox, one-bedroom apartment, the last-minute trips squeezed in over rare long weekends, the absentminded visits where I’m half home and half caught up in the brutal pace of my present, aged up and aged down in the house that’s seen it all. I never even got to try for more.

“I’m sorry, Ryka,” Valentin says, squeezing my hand. My pulse pushes against the warmth of her fingers, blazing hot, threatening to burst through my skin.

“And mom?”

“She’s alive,” she says, but I can tell that’s not the whole story. “She’s been ill, though. I was checking on her before all of this happened, and she’s been deteriorating. Hasn’t been the same since your dad.”

My nails dig into my skin. This shouldn’t be shocking. My mom must be in her eighties by now – eighties and living by herself. It should be me by her side, but I left her. I’m being sawed in half by a dull blade, but there isn’t enough of me for it to go through.

“Thank you for talking to me,” I tell Valentin. I retreat to my tent in blaring silence.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“If you want to incinerate me today, you can go ahead,” I tell Calliope, stumbling down the path towards the riverbank.

She barely lifts her head, only lets one large, golden eye trail me as I walk towards my rock and plop down on it. I needed to get away from everyone else, if only for a few minutes. Everest is with Valentin at the archives, working through our plan for the next trip, which means the river is the only place where I can find any sort of peace.

I kick off my shoes and dip my feet into the water, hissing at its ice-cold embrace. It’s like manacles that click over my ankles, pinning me down, but after the first wave of pain, the river’s memories lap over my toes. They feel warm, little reminders of who I am and where I come from. I study the foam for hints, and I don’t know if it’s the recent state of affairs or confirmation bias, but I see Novalie, Valentin, images of my old home, my ceiling covered in glow-in-the-dark stars. I see my early days in medical school, evenings spent at the local bar, drunk on whiskey and bellowing the lyrics to Queen’s “Bohemian Rhapsody” during karaoke.

I see my dad.

My heart crumples. I learned centuries ago that, contrary to what human folklore and stories would have you believe, immortality doesn’t mean the loss of humanity so much as the transformation of it. I’m not free of pain, sadness, and love; but my perspective on all of it has taken on a grand scale that I wouldn’t have access to as someone who only lived a few decades.

I’ve mourned my parents already – several times, in fact. First, when I understood I was stuck here, then when enough years had passed that I knew that they were no longer alive. Then the trip to Bangalore happened, and they resurrected. The hope in my chest was more painful than any other form of grief.

In some ways, though, I started mourning them before the fair. When I was in my early twenties, my mother sent me a text message, saying something happened to dad. It had all been okay – he had twisted his ankle on a run – but I stared at the words on the screen for a full ten minutes, and then waited another twenty minutes, shuffling around my apartment pretending to clean, before calling her back.

I didn’t want to know what happened. I was in medical school, I had seen children turn into caretakers, I’d watched my friends mourn their parents, but I wasn’t ready for it to be me. I’d been guilt-ridden for the rest of the day – what if it had been really serious? What if mom needed me and I’d willfully ignored her? An aspiring healthcare professional, and I couldn’t be depended upon by my own blood.

I’ve carried that guilt with me since, and I never let down someone I love again. But that was the beginning of a grief that’s stretched across centuries, and I’m only just beginning to understand that it’ll never let go. When I learned what the river was, I’d wanted to see what it would show me, but it was too painful. All I could think of is how I’d left it all behind.

Now, I wonder, what would I have done had I known the cost? Would I have memorized the graffiti on the walls of the karaoke bar we frequented more carefully? Strung the chords of my favorite songs into the instruments of my mind, so the melody would stay with me forever? Would I have bid my family and friends a sweeter goodbye?

Or would I have stayed?

“How has every other keeper done this?” I ask Calliope.

“The same way you have,” says a voice behind me. Geneva drifts to my side, looking uncharacteristically solemn. “Everest noticed you were gone. I had a feeling you’d be here. I spent many a day at the river, reminiscing about the past.”

“He can’t give me a moment of peace.”

“He told me to leave you alone for a while,” Geneva says, standing in front of me. “I’m the one who wanted to come see what it would take to pull your head out of your ass.”

Calliope snorts, repositioning her head over her front paw so she has a better view of her entertainment.

Unfortunately for her, I’m not in the mood. “Go away, Geneva. Let me wallow.”

A cold gust penetrates my brain as she thrusts her hand into my skull. “What exactly are you wallowing about?”

“Did you just whack my head?” I ask, gasping for air to thaw the brain freeze.

“You deserve more than that for being this melodramatic.”

My jaw drops. “You’re calling me melodramatic?”

“I’ve watched you feel sorry for yourself for centuries now.” Geneva scolds. “How much longer will you let this go on?”

Irritation turns into anger. “For as long as I want!”

I get to my feet and blood rushes to my head, blotting ink across my vision. “How much longer will you try telling me how to feel? I understand that you and I don’t see eye to eye on many things, but I don’t bash your perspective every opportunity I get. I respect your opinions, even if I disagree.”

“Oh?” Geneva asks archly. She’s cool and composed, while I’m heaving like an elephant in labor. Somehow, she still makes me feel like a child, and I resent it more and more each second. “Do you remember our conversation the night of your first eclipse?”

The question catches me off guard. There’s a lot I’ve tried to erase from my memory when it comes to that first eclipse, but frankly, there’s a lot that’s escaped me without intent.

“No?”

Geneva looks deeply satisfied. “I know. You were drunk out of your mind and upset about whatever happened with Everest. But I came after you. We sat right here and talked.”

It returns to me, the image of a solid Geneva in a crimson gown that fanned across the riverbank like a pool of rubies. Her voice was coaxing and soft, but it was drowned out by my emotion.

“You were so young,” Geneva says. “My heart broke for you. I wanted to talk to you about everything, offer you a shoulder to lean on. You spat in my face.”

“I would never–”

“You might as well have.” Geneva smooths the creases on her form-fitting dress. “And I forgave you. But I never stopped trying to reach out, maybe not with the tone or approach you’d prefer, but frankly, I grew tired of coddling you when you weren’t receptive to it. And you insisted I leave you alone, because I, the keeper before you, could never understand what you were feeling.”

Her sarcasm stings like a nest of wasps, disturbed by an unforgivable force.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“But it is,” Geneva says firmly. “So do not tell me you respect my opinions, Ryka. Because you’ve never even given me a chance.”

I want to defend myself, want to tell her that it’s not as she thinks, that I know she left a life behind as well, but her broken expression leaves me speechless.

“I remember when I realized that I’d never see my little girl again,” Geneva says quietly. “I remember understanding that my quest to come here to give her a better life meant that I wouldn’t be around to see it. It fucking sucked.”

I’ve never heard Geneva like this before, her barbed-wire tongue aimed inwards, not out. She’s never talked about her daughter to me – I heard about the reason for her trip to the fair through the other ghosts, the ones who bore witness to her grief. Her husband had died shortly before the fair found her. Geneva wasn’t a working woman, but she did her best as a single mother, finding odd jobs to pay the bills. But if I know anything about Geneva, it’s that she wasn’t satisfied with anything but the best for her only child, and at her most desperate, the fair appeared to her. Geneva, like me, had someone she was ready to give anything up for.

“I’m sorry,” I say, knowing it’s not enough. No one but past keepers understand the sacrifice this place demands. Still, Geneva and I have never found ourselves on the same footing – what with her worship of the place, and my resentment of it.

“Don’t be.” Geneva wipes her cheeks angrily. “You know why? Because I can grieve the consequences of my decision, but it was my decision. No one forced me to come here; it was an opportunity, a gift. And yes, it would have been nice to have the details of this deal with the devil that so many of us make over and over again. But that’s life, Ryka. There’s a reason people out there can’t see the carousel.”

I stare at the water near my feet. The images of my family morph: my mom ages before me, and my parents, grey-haired, sit on the porch of our old house. They turn young the next moment: my dad, skin tight around his sharp bones, proudly leads a lecture on differential equations at Stanford. My mom, hair glossy and long, gently caresses her swollen belly.

Geneva’s hand ghosts over the water and the images freeze. My parents are mid-smile, in the middle of a spirited conversation, but as each second passes, the sight becomes haunting.

“They can’t see where the threads of their lives fray and fall apart, where their paths may lead if they chose a different fork in the road,” Geneva adds. “What matters, though, is that we make choices. Sometimes they’re right, sometimes they’re not, but we live with them. Tell me, after seeing Novalie in the bowl, after getting to know her family, would you go back and change what you did?”

It’s the same question I was asking myself earlier. The answer crystallizes on my tongue as the pictures of my parents fade into the pale, blue waters.

“No.” I may not have known the price of her life, but I’d been prepared to pay anything back then, hadn’t I? “I just… this isn’t what I envisioned for myself, and every time I step into the carousel, I’m reminded of what I walked away from.”

“You get to live a thousand lives every day, Ryka,” Geneva says sadly. “And you’re so busy clinging to the idea of what you think you should have had, that you don’t see what you have right now. Very rarely does a person end up precisely where they think they will be. It doesn’t make it wrong.”

Calliope lets out a trail of smoke that weaves between Geneva and me. “Your dreams are allowed to change,” Geneva says. “And if you wake up, you’ll see that they already have.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Despite what Geneva has to say, I’m not given long to wallow, because Everest informs me the next day that the carousel is ready for our trip. We’re all jittery – Everest, Valentin, Beam, Ender, and me – as we congregate by the carousel. I haven’t seen much of any of them since the eclipse, but based on the way they’re acting around me, I imagine Valentin and Geneva filled them in on our conversations.

This won’t do. I’m nervous enough about this trip, about where it will take us, if it’ll take us back home. What I’m supposed to do if I end up at home. What happens if I don’t end up at home. The carousel hasn’t tried snatching any ghostly limbs recently, but I can sense its temperament balancing on a knife’s edge, and I’m not interested in feeling how sharp the consequences of additional failure are.

I muster up the minuscule amount of enthusiasm from the arid pit that is my chest to ask, “Who wants to tell Valentin the rules?”

Beam, bless her soul, seizes the opportunity to crack the iceberg of tension we’re encased in.

“Rule number one: leave before the string shrinks,” she announces with a sage nod. “I almost got lost once.”

Valentin noticeably pales.

“We won’t let you get lost,” I assure her.

Ender, not one to be outdone by Beam, chimes in. “Rule number two: prepare for all scenarios.”

“Including landing underwater,” Everest says cheerily.

Based on how Valentin sways, I don’t think telling her the rules was a good idea. I jab the insolent time god with my elbow. “Stop freaking her out. We are not going to land underwater.”

“You can’t promise that,” Ender scolds. “That’s why we have to prepare.”

Valentin’s words are barely a whisper. “I can’t swim.”

“I’ll help you,” Beam promises, but it doesn’t put our guest at any sort of ease.

I send a silent prayer to the carousel to help us avoid any body of water. “Let’s get the rest of this over with. Rule number three?”

“No interference with the timeline,” Beam says quickly, sticking her tongue out at Ender when she beats him to it.

“Is that even possible anymore?” Valentin asks. “Isn’t all of this some sort of interference?”

“Any interference outside of the issue we’re trying to fix,” I explain, even though her words dislodge something uncomfortable in me. The truth is, a lot of lines have been blurred, and the rules I’ve clung to for some semblance of structure are ringing hollow. Something that Everest is keen to remind us of.

The god clears his throat. “Rule number four is to always keep Everest happy and–”

“Rule number four is to never mention Everest,” I interrupt, frowning at him.

“Oh, yeah?” Everest says, reaching a hand up to my face. I stop breathing, thinking he’s going to cup my cheek, and it’s madness really, how my entire body tenses and zeros in on the point of near contact. Instead, he plucks a bit of fluff from my hair. “How’s that going for you?”

Not well at all.

“It served me better before you got involved.” I’m embarrassingly breathless and both Ender and Beam are giggling so hard, I wish I could knock their heads together. Gently, of course.

“And you’re certain we won’t be seen?” Valentin asks, throwing me a safety line. I give her a grateful smile, then assess her outfit. She’s dressed like me – comfortable trousers and a long sleeve shirt – except she’s also got a small bag with her few belongings. Just in case she doesn’t come back.

I force myself to look away from the delicate tassels that hang from her waist. “As long as no one goes off-script this time–” I direct this at Everest with a meaningful glance “–we should be okay.”

Valentin squares her shoulders, studying the swirling carousel with determination. “Alright, how do we do this?”

Everest is already threading a fresh line through the carousel. He hands one end to Valentin. “Pass it on.”

“You might feel sick,” I warn her once we’re all in place, hands on the thread, bodies square against the carousel. My mind’s gone completely blank, and I’m certain I’m dissociating in a very critical moment, but thank goodness for muscle memory. “Hold on tight.”

I take one step towards the carousel, and the world drops around us.

We’re momentarily suspended in nothingness before gravity exerts its force on us, and then we slam onto cold, hard tiles. Centuries of practice leave me and the ghosts upright, but both Everest and Valentin sprawl on either side of me. We’re greeted by the scratch of a needle on a record, the soft pulse of music swallowing us whole.

“Are we in someone’s home?” Valentin asks as I help her to her feet. She’s definitely green, almost matching the potted plants lining the windowsill. They might bear the brunt of her motion sickness.

“It’s not as uncommon as you think,” I whisper, nodding at Ender. He pulls at one end of the string and heads out to explore. “What remains unpredictable is whether the home’s occupants are currently here with us.”

“Uhh, Ryka, you might want to look outside,” Everest says, tugging at my wrist. I join him by the window, and my head empties of thought.

The sky is a brilliant purple that I’ve never seen before, and its canvas is filled with the most unusual skyline. Strange black wires section the sky, and from where we’re standing, it looks like small gondola-like structures swing across the city.

“Where are we?” Valentin asks. She scans the road below and frowns. “Wait, I know this street. This is where I grew up.”

If this is where Valentin grew up, I should recognize it too. But the street remains as unfamiliar as someone I once crossed paths with on a train.

“So it has brought us closer to you,” I say, unease spreading through me. “But we’re still not in the right time. Which means there’s another issue to untangle.”

“Are we in my future?” Valentin asks, pushing aside the obtrusive plant stems to lean out. “Oh, wow, we’re much higher than I expected.”

Looking down is a mistake. My stomach flip flops as I take in the distance between us and the road, where ant-like people crawl across the grey concrete. We’re at least a hundred stories high, closer to the sky than the ground. That same, ominous presence sends pinpricks throughout my scalp, as though someone is studying us from a birdseye view. I’m acutely aware of how small we are suspended in this giant, unrecognizable city. I whirl, but the only people behind me are Beam and Everest. The latter gives me a curious look.

“Red alert, red alert!” Ender says, swooping back inside and sending us scrambling in different directions. “Everyone hide right now; these people, they pop up out of–”

Valentin is the only one who manages to get back inside the closet when a brilliant blue flash strikes the middle of the room like lightning, and a woman simply appears out of it. I’m not sure who’s more stunned. Was that strange feeling of being watched nothing but a premonition?

“Why, I was not expecting to find people here,” she says, smoothing her black pencil skirt. She’s wearing a pink silk blouse and navy heels that put her a few inches above me. There’s a strange screen in her hand that beeps loudly, but she doesn’t seem too concerned by it. “You must be early, but that’s okay. We can start your tour now.”

Tour?

I look at Everest, panicked, but he flashes the woman a bright smile. “Apologies for the inconvenience, we were just so excited to get started.”

We are what?

“He’s good,” Beam says. She floats up to the woman’s screen and studies what’s written there. “I think this is some sort of home tour. Is she a realtor?”

I try my best to not look at Beam, and instead attempt a smile like Everest’s, failing miserably. Thankfully, the woman seems too entranced by him to pay me and my rapidly fluttering heart much attention.

“You look like a sweet couple,” the woman says, looking between us.

“Oh, we’re not–” I start to say, but Everest slips his arm around my waist, drawing me closer to his side.

“Thank you,” he says. “We just got married last week, actually.”

Then he leans in, pressing a kiss to my forehead. My heart stops, and I’m positive that my cheeks must be a bright, flaming red.

“Ah, newlyweds!” the woman says, beaming from ear to ear. “Even better. You’re exactly the kind of people we’d love to have join us here at The Future Estate, you fit the demographic so well.”

“That’s what it says here!” Beam exclaims, pointing at the screen, all while I’m still scrambling to get a hold of myself as Everest’s hand slips lower to my hip. “It’s the name of the complex you’re in. It says ‘in ode to the golden artifacts of the past’.”

“Let me see that,” Ender says, nudging Beam hard so she flies through the woman.

The realtor shudders, frowning at the open window. “Quite a chill here, isn’t there? Let me close that for us and then we can get started.”

As she heads to the window, I signal at Ender and Beam to cut it out, drawing a hand across my neck. Everest grabs hold of my wrist and pulls it behind his back so I’m holding him, too.

“Stop looking like someone’s dangling you out of that window,” he murmurs into my ear. His fingers thread through mine, and each graze of his skin sends a delicious wave of heat through my body. “It can’t be that awful to be my wife, can it?”

The weight of our conversation hangs heavy between us. He’s studying me, waiting for a reply.

The woman comes back around to us before I get the chance to gather my thoughts. She extends a hand in our direction. “I forgot to introduce myself, even though I know we communicated via telegram. I’m Phoebe Kung. My family founded the estate, so I should be able to answer any questions you have as we walk around.”

“Nice to meet you, Phoebe,” Everest says, taking her hand. “We did our research before coming here, of course, but could you tell us about this place in, uh, your own words?”

“So smart,” Beam sighs, looking longingly in our direction.

Phoebe looks all too pleased. “Of course! The Future Estate was established as an ode to the past–”

“Told you,” Beam says.

“–adapted for the modern world. My parents are archaeologists, as you may have read, and have been fascinated with artifacts from the past. As you can see from the design around you, this home is filled with some of their favorite finds, pieces of technology that are no longer produced today.” She gestures at the record player, which is spinning a jade-green vinyl.

The tour is fascinating. The apartment looks a lot like others I’ve seen: it’s a quaint two-bedroom, two-bathroom unit, fully furnished and filled with bits of nostalgia. Hanging plants wreathe the walls, and a vintage guitar sits in the corner of the cozy living room whose walls are covered with colorful artwork and painted rugs that look soft enough to roll around in. Phoebe explains the history of each piece, and her face lights up with each story she tells.

“Did you consider archaeology as well?” I ask her.

She shrugs. “I did at first, but then I got swept up with The Future Estate when my parents had only started to conceptualize it. I think I love this part of the past, curating it and sharing it with other people. Not sure I’m cut out for fieldwork.”

I give her a small smile, just as the string around my hand gives a tug. I frown. It feels weaker than usual, tenuous in its insistence, like it’s exhausted. I remember our last trip, when the line felt fragile and thin, but I’d ignored it then. I can’t do the same now. We’ve managed to pull off this deception, but our real mission still lies ahead, and we’ve barely had the chance to examine the source of the rot. I lean my head into Everest’s chest, who tenses briefly before wrapping an arm around me.

“Could I have some water, please?” I ask Phoebe. “I’m starting to feel lightheaded.”

“Oh, of course!” she says. “Unfortunately, we don’t have running water here, what with our conservation efforts. But there’s some right outside if you give me a moment. Does teleportation make you dizzy as well? My sister has that issue; she gets terrible vertigo.”

Well, that explains her magical appearance in the home.

Everest steps in front of me, his fingers running through my hair. Instinctively, I lean into the sensation. It’s a miracle how well I’ve handled this deviation from our original plan, but it’s helped having him here next to me. “Terrible vertigo. I used to tease her saying that she’s just looking for an excuse to fall into my arms,” he tells Phoebe.

I give his arm a hard pinch, but his grin doesn’t waver. Phoebe chuckles and hurries out towards the exit.

Once the door swings shut, I step back, holding up my hand. “We have to move fast.”

“I know,” Everest says, looking to Ender. “Can you see where the rot leads? Is it another home, is it in this building?”

Ender looks between us, confused. “Haven’t you noticed?” he asks. “The string ends with Phoebe.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“What?”

Beam nods. “Ender’s right. The end of the string winds up Phoebe’s leg. We thought you both noticed.”

Everest looks as befuddled as me. His hand is still on my hip, but I don’t displace it. “I wasn’t paying as much attention to her,” he admits. “But another timeline ending with a person?”

“How are we supposed to examine her body?” I ask. Panic flutters anew in my bones. This is a disaster, another pathway with an ending that can’t be good.

“Well, we don’t know where it leads yet,” Everest says. “Beam says it went up her skirt?”

“Well you’re my husband, so seduction isn’t an option,” I say.

Everest grins. “I don’t like sharing, but if you wanted to invite others–”

The door swings open, and there stands Phoebe, two glasses of water in her outstretched hands. As we thank her and gratefully sip from the cups, I notice that the end of the string has, in fact, come back into the room with her.

“How’s the school system around here?” Everest asks Phoebe, giving me a little push away from him.

Phoebe perks up. “It’s so good to know you’re thinking about that this early.”

“I hear it’s competitive these days,” Everest says casually, as if he’s spent his whole life thinking about human children and school admissions. I’m pretty sure my jaw is somewhere on the first floor, but he makes a subtle shoo-ing gesture with his hand, and I remember I’m here for more than Everest’s new-found fascination with the mortal world.

As our friendly realtor dives into a speech about the closest public schools, I walk around her, pretending to examine a portrait that looks suspiciously like the Mona Lisa, all while searching for the point of entry on her body. Beam flies right up to her, until her head’s looking down Phoebe’s shirt.

Stop that, I mouth at Beam, but she’s pointing frantically at Phoebe’s chest. “It ends here!”

It ends at her shirt?

I return to Everest, who’s got his best concentration face on as Phoebe babbles on about the latest aviation lessons and the spaceship flying program of the fancy private school in the district, if we’re ever interested. Her pink blouse looks simple at first, but a careful examination reveals a tear in the top, right where the button should be.

“Your shirt is really pretty,” I say, using it as an excuse to step closer, scrutinizing the small tear. There, undoubtedly, is the glittering end of the string.

“Oh, thank you,” Phoebe says. “My mom had it specially made for me. You won’t believe it, the buttons look like simple things, but come here, look at this. Gosh, I still can’t believe I lost one.”

I’m all too happy to oblige. She points at one of the black buttons and the floor falls out from underneath me.

“They’re refurbished,” Phoebe says. “My mom thinks the originals were from Ancient Greece. They found them during one of their digs near Troy. Isn’t that amazing?”

“Amazing,” I say, but my voice is light and airy, ready to tear like the rip in her blouse.

Because the item that’s missing on the top of her shirt is a button, and I know in my bones that even if I touch her chemise with permission, that nothing will appear up there. Because the button that belongs here is back at the fair, tucked in the velvet box that Quill keeps by her side.

The button I took from the handmaiden’s room.

Just as the weight of this realization settles in my gut, a faint murmur echoes through the apartment, and I’m so rattled that it takes a moment for me to register what I’m hearing: voices inside this home.

“Darling,” Everest calls, and I jump at the hint of anxiety in his voice. “I think we’re running late for our next appointment.”

Clearly hearing the voices herself, Phoebe frowns down at her screen. “That’s odd. I thought you were the only ones authorized for a tour here today.”

“We have to go!” Ender yells, flying along the timeline back into the room from where we came.

Everest grabs my hand and starts pulling me towards the bedroom. “We need to use the restroom,” he says. “Thank you for showing us around.”

“Hello! It’s Farhad and Zelda here for our tour,” a pleasant voice calls from the other room.

“But I thought you–” Phoebe says, but I barely see the realization dawn on her as Everest practically drags me into the bedroom. “Hey, you! Trespassers!”

Everest kicks the door shut behind us.

“Valentin!” he calls, rushing to where Beam and Ender are standing by the string. The closet door opens and Valentin stumbles out. I grab her hand and pull it on top of mine, around the same point in the string.

“What the hell happened?” she asks, as a loud, blaring sound fills the room. “Are those alarms?”

“Not now,” I say, giving Everest a nod.

The bedroom door swings open as we vanish into the ether.

The carousel spits us out in different directions.

My head hits the ground hard. I’m seeing stars both figuratively and literally as I roll over on the cold earth, facing the velvet night.

“Who did you piss off this time?” Geneva asks angrily, appearing above my face.

From a distance, I hear someone throw up. Geneva snarls in disgust and wanders away from me.

“This is horrendous,” Valentin says. Her voice sounds sticky and muffled as she wipes her mouth with the back of her sleeve. “How do you do this regularly?”

“You get used to it,” Everest says.

He continues talking, but I tune him and the ghosts out, the realization from the trip confronting me in all its might. My fingers itch at my pocket, the same one where I slipped the button from Troy. I never would have imagined that such a small artifact would have ended up in the future, on the shirt of a realtor descended from a line of archaeologists. It’s unbelievable, far too coincidental for my liking, but the evidence is clear as the starlight above.

As I sit up, the carousel glows black and blue, bruised from the threads I’ve twisted in the past. See, it seems to say, throbbing in its violent glory, inconveniently lucid as it hurls telepathic accusations my way. See what we have been trying to show you?

A wave of nausea ripples through me and I fall to my side, emptying the hot, bilious contents of my stomach onto the soil next to me.

“Are you okay?” It’s Everest, sounding alarmed. He slips off his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders as I’m overtaken by tremors. I haven’t vomited from time travel since my first year here, but I don’t know how to explain to him what I’ve uncovered. The gravity of the time-rot that orbits my existence.

“I’m okay. I just need a minute.” I need to talk to Quill.

He backs off, but his concern is palpable.

Valentin groans, stumbling over to us. “Well, at least it isn’t just me.”

I give her a small, unconvincing smile as I get to my feet, still avoiding Everest’s gaze. No one’s more accomplished at reading my expressions than him, and I worry he’ll easily see the guilt that’s so blatantly present. I need to gather my thoughts, my research, before I admit my hypothesis to everyone.

“I assume you did not succeed, given the state of the carousel,” Geneva says mockingly.

Everest winces. “No, things did not go as planned.”

The understatement of an eternity. It feels like someone’s making balloon animals out of my intestines.

“Um, Ryka,” Ender says, alarmed.

“I’m alright,” I gasp, although I’m unconvincingly doubled over, fighting for every breath.

But other voices rise, and shrieks ring out around the fair. Not all of them could possibly be this concerned for me alone.

Ender cries, “Look out!”

The next seconds are an assault on my senses. I smell something foul, like the time Calliope accidentally singed off a visitor’s hair. The carousel’s confusion runs along my body like static, all while the wreath of time turns a rather frightening shade of deep sapphire, shudders, and with an ear-splitting burp, spits out a terrifying human form.

A form I’ve seen before. Wielding a giant axe.

“The axeman!” Beam screams, flying out of my peripheral vision.

I can’t bring myself to move. It’s the oddest thing, how the sky darkens several shades and my body pulses, like I’m being squeezed through a carwash. Everest, who’s to my right and equally stupefied, flickers in the dark light. Cotton candy laces through the air and a brief flash of green overhead confirms the bizarre, unbelievable sensation that’s washing over me.

The axeman came to us hundreds of years ago, and we have been transported back to that night.

“Impossible,” Geneva says. “It would mean…”

That time is bending into itself in the one place that should not be possible. And if this is happening here, well. I don’t know what’s happening outside this dimension.

The axeman blinks, taking us all in, and fear creeps over his dazed expression. His grip on the axe tightens and it’s incredible, really, how deeply this memory is engrained in my mind, because I leap into action mere seconds before he turns homicidal.

“My love!” I cry, fighting every bit of survival instinct to step towards the man.

“Your what?” Everest whispers from behind me, but I ignore him, smiling at the man, who looks entirely unconvinced that I could be his object of desire. Rude.

My smile wobbles. Nova was always cast as lead. My theater career ended with the role of a mountain in our kindergarten performance.

“Maria,” I say emphatically, pointing at myself. “Do you not remember me?”

“Do you have a death wish?” Geneva hisses, but she doesn’t approach us. Smart. Leave me to take the fall.

Thankfully, the name Maria does something to the axeman, and he loosens his hold on the axe.

“Maria,” he repeats, and I could cry.

“Yes, it is me.” I scan the carousel, which still looks entirely unusable. Last time, we’d simply pushed the axeman inside, but I don’t see an opening. The fair’s conscience is an indecipherable string of words that I attempt to mute. Ender comes around from behind the axeman, chewing his nonexistent nails.

Think, Ryka!

“I’ve been looking for you,” the axeman says, his voice trembling.

“You…you found me,” I say, still scrambling for any sort of plan. Getting rid of the weapon would be a nice beginning. “You must be tired. Here, let us take that from you.”

I shoot Ender a meaningful look. Bless the boy, he transitions seamlessly into butler mode, bravely holding his hands out for the man’s axe. “I can put it in your tent, sir.”

“You found me?” Everest asks in a hushed, amused tone. “Remind me to teach you how to woo.”

“Go make yourself useful,” I hiss back at him in Ancient Greek while the axeman looks around bewildered. What use is there in having thousands of shared languages if you cannot use them in a ploy?

“Where are we?” the murderous ghost asks, dropping his arm so the axe swings downwards. Ender mercifully dodges.

“Someplace safe,” I answer with far too much pep. The axeman blinks at me. Thankfully, he remains oblivious to how he is enclosed in a ring of frightened ghosts, all poking and prodding at one another instead of helping. I really, really don’t get paid enough for this.

“Can somebody bring me an object with which we can restrain him?” I ask in Ancient Greek, all while maintaining my too-wide smile.

The axeman frowns. “What did you say?”

“I was just asking them to prepare our tent for you!” I ask. “We want you to be comfortable.”

“I’d prefer you not be within striking range of the man,” Everest says in Ancient Greek.

“I don’t know what object we can use!” Ender says, anxiously eyeing the axe.

“What are they saying?” the axeman asks. This time, his words drip with suspicion.

“They, uh, were discussing our plans for tomorrow.”

Geneva snaps her fingers, and her own Ancient Greek comes out dustier than the archive shelves that Keshav doesn’t let anyone touch. “Beam, go get–”

The axeman roars in pain.

“Are you okay?” I ask as he drops the axe entirely, clutching his head. Ender swoops it up and backs away, leaving me to stand inches from our newest and least welcome guest. Up close, I can see the scraggles in his beard, and the deep wrinkles that mark his age like rings on a tree.

“Maria, I–” he squints. His expression curdles and he bares his teeth. “No. You’re not–”

Bang!

I yelp as his head whips to the side and he collapses to the ground.

Beam stands behind him, clasping Quill in her grubby little hands.

The indignity! Quill projects into all of our minds, something I know demands far too much of her energy, but she’s drowned out by pure relief and the sounds of ghosts hooting and hollering. Return me to the archives at once!

“And that,” Beam declares haughtily, glaring down at the limp body, “is for trying to kill us all last time.”




[image: image]








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


At daybreak, I head to the archives, fighting off the need to collapse in my bed. The last few hours have been brutal, calming the ghosts, depositing the unconscious axe-less axeman to Calliope for safeguarding, and coming to terms with the understanding that I am solely responsible for the collapse of the entire space-time continuum. I turn away everyone who comes to check on me – Beam, Ender, Geneva. I don’t even answer when Everest comes knocking.

I don’t trust myself enough to lie to him.

You’re radiating anxiety, child, Quill says when I barge into the archives, slamming a hand on her. It is almost as if you were the one so rudely taken from your tent and used as a bludgeon.

She sounds mildly alarmed, which means I must look worse than I think. The light in the tent dims, the shelves pause their dance. The thrum of knowledge, of what I’ve done, is claustrophobic in here.

“I fucked up,” I admit.

Quill falls unnervingly silent as I tell her about Phoebe and the button.

The velvet box filled with trinkets comes flying down, its lid snapping open as it lands on the table. Each item that catches the light is another devastating reprimand that slices my soul.

Are you certain about this? Quill asks. I don’t have to rummage far through the pile to find my most recent pilfer.

I hold it in my palm, seeing the little golden button through a whole new lens. The intricate lines on its surface are unremarkable at first, but I’m certain right away that it’s a match to the one on Phoebe’s shirt, in a different color.

They could have manufactured many of these, Quill reasons. What are the odds that it’s the same one?

“The carousel led me there.” I close my hand around the button. It burns cold in my palm, and the dents of its swirls press into my skin, branding me as the liar, the egotistical fool that I am. “There is no such thing as coincidence when it comes to the carousel and its keepers. What else could it be, Quill? I’ve been taking from it all these years.”

You think this rot is because of you, Quill says, contemplative. She doesn’t sound accusatory, at least not yet. It would make sense. We’ve been thinking that Valentin is the source of the rot, that a particularly bad snag pulled her into the fair, but there’s another common denominator.

“Me.”

It’s so painfully obvious now, I’m not sure how no one else has pointed it out. Maybe they’ve thought it, but they haven’t said it, and I’m not sure what’s worse. I’ve grown so used to being keeper, to playing with the threads of time at will. The safety of the last centuries where my actions have gone unpunished have left me with a false sense of security. I’ve told myself that my escapades are as insubstantial as the ghosts; after all, the person who winds time around her hands can’t possibly be subject to the same rules as others, can she?

I’ve behaved like Everest, like the river streams from me and winds into ropes between my legs. In reality, I’m nothing more than a caretaker, someone entrusted to prune and shape the dimensions into order.

I’ve violated the most sacred rules of the universe, and the world is going to pay for it in my stead.

You take far too much on yourself, Quill chides. I’ve been selfish as well. I should have told you to stop, but I’ve spent so long here, not seeing what else is out there. I was tempted, as were you, by a power that was never ours to hold.

“I’m the one who made the call,” I say morosely, feeling more and more foolish by the moment. The archive lights flicker ominously, and the brown of my skin takes on a bluish hue in its tint. “I’m the one who has to fix this.”

I can summon Keshav here, Quill says. He can gather everyone else. We can tell them together, show them the box, and–

“No!” My mind is moving a mile a minute, imagining the look of betrayal on Everest’s face, the disappointment on Geneva’s. Beam would never forgive me for taking anything behind her back. And Ender…he wouldn’t tell me “I told you so,” but his reproachful expression would do so much worse. I repeatedly broke our sacred rule of no interference. I’m a hypocrite, and I can see it already, when the veil drops in front of them and I’m exposed as the rotten human I am.

Geneva was right all along. I’ve been gluttonous, indulging in the worst kind of self-pity, all while disregarding humility and making a mockery of the carousel. My self-flagellation has blinded me to the present, and now that I’m finally seeing it for what it is – the family I’ve earned, the life I’ve created – it’s all slipping through my fingers.

“I have to fix this myself.” I start collecting the trinkets. They cling together in the bottomless depths of the bag I brought from my room. A fool’s treasure. Cursed. I wipe at the stray tear running down my cheek.

Quill inhales sharply, rustling in demand for me to put my palm on her. As soon as I do, her voice fills my head, loud and assertive.

You cannot do this on your own. I insist that you tell someone – anyone – about this. You cannot go in there yourself, especially not when the rot is this extensive.

“That’s exactly why I need to go alone,” I tell her. “I can’t pull anyone else into this; it’s far too dangerous. I can feel it these last two trips, the strings are growing increasingly fragile. I can’t risk anyone else getting stuck in a destination. Not for my mistakes.” Not to mention the watchful eyes that have been pinned to my back.

You should at least rest before you go, Quill warns. I can feel your fatigue; it’s heavy. For you to go like this–

“I can’t afford to sleep for a week,” I insist. “The carousel bent us back in time just the other day. I don’t know if we have a week left.”

The truth settles in like a rock at the bottom of the lake. I’ve felt it all along, the dwindling of opportunity. The more I think about it, the more certain I am that Everest senses it too. It’s what’s been eating him up inside.

You owe him the truth, Quill says.

“I know,” I whisper. But I can’t give it to him. Not like this. “If I don’t come back…”

Cillian wanders out from behind a few shelves that swirl closer to the ground. For the first time, he doesn’t press up to my legs, only sits there and stares at me. It’s like he too can feel the sticky miasma left on everything I touch.

I’ll tell him, Quill says.

We silently begin preparations.

Are you certain you don’t want to ask someone to go with you?

I’m standing in front of the carousel, sunlit against a lavender dawn. It groans with each sedate turn, as though its existence causes it pain. The rot blooms across its body. Quill is rustling anxiously in my hands. She doesn’t normally like to leave the archives during the day (sun-bleaching concerns), but she’s made an exception for my foolhardy quest.

“I don’t want to risk anyone else on an experiment,” I say stubbornly.

You do not have faith in me, Quill accuses, growing heavier in my hands.

I squat and lay out a clean blanket, placing her on top of it. “I trust you to get me there.”

But I don’t know if I’ll be able to come back. For an eternity, no one has ever been able to visit the same place in time twice. The carousel has its rules, and while we’ve skirted plenty, this one feels more monumental. The slowly passing horse watches me with its jade-green eyes, and I shiver, pulling my sweater over me tighter. In my pocket is a screw that I took from Churchill, Canada in the 1930s, and I’ve dressed for the icy winter that I’ll be walking into if things go right. I can practically feel the bite of the Hudson bay, see the crystallized snow blanketing the winter barks and tundra landscape.

Very well, Quill sighs. Blood, please.

And here it is, our venture into what may work. The final instrument it took to see Valentin’s home was a drop of her blood, acting like the scalpel that cut through the skin of time. As the wraith who moves through dimensions, we can only hope that mine will do the same. I pull out a pin from my pouch and prick my finger, holding it over the patch of grass next to Quill. A small bead of blood emerges from the tip, then drops to the ground. Per her instructions, I place the screw on top of it, then wait.

Quill mumbles something under her breath, but I pull away, gaze intent on the carousel. The shimmering threads look unchanged for a long, excruciating moment, and just when I think that this isn’t going to work, a long black string snaps from the skein and lashes out at me.

I yelp, falling to the side, scrambling for Quill.

No, this is correct! she says. Take hold of the string.

The black string winds towards me like a vengeful snake.

“I better be right, trusting a book,” I mutter out loud. Then, slipping the screw back into my pocket, I grab the rot and get sucked into the carousel.

I can tell within seconds that something about this trip is different. Normally, the string around my hand feels like dry ice, crackling with power as it snaps into position next to the line we’re entering. This time, my skin warms, as if set on Calliope’s scales. This trip feels like a hearth, and a tingle of familiarity envelops me in the seconds before I’m tossed onto a wooden floor.

I’ve been here before.

I don’t remember every single place I’ve been to, and maybe it’s the bias of expectation at play here, but I swear I recognize this shed. It’s a worker’s quarters, built around a broad carpentry bench blanketed by a thin film of sawdust. As I get to my knees, I notice the walls are covered with shelves, blades and tools neatly organized in categories that make no sense to me, but were clearly thought out by the owner. Then, a low whistle sounds, followed by a laugh right outside the high window that lets in a sliver of sunlight.

It’s innocuous. Nothing more than a standard burble of machinery and a sign of life, but it strikes me like a dire omen. I’m convinced that someone is standing right behind me, breathing down my neck, and I swear invisible hands push me to the ground and under the bench. I spin, fighting an unseen force when the door to the shed swings open.

“I’m just grabbing the hammer!” says a burly voice, and as the entrant retrieves his prize, dust waterfalls off the edge of the table and into my eyes. It takes everything in me not to yelp or sneeze, but I’m overwhelmed by the foreboding sense that this has happened before. This very moment, down to each millisecond.

As the man dips out of the shed as quickly as he entered, I remember more clearly. Coming here with Beam and Ender. Ender warning us just before someone came inside. Hiding under this exact bench, Beam curled up next to me as we waited for him to leave. Except this time, no one but a powerful specter of my subconscious, turned momentarily corporeal, was here to warn me. I recall the screw that I’d seen rolling at the foot of a stool, the very one I pocketed before returning to the carousel.

The one that’s in my pocket now.

When I first picked up the screw from the trinket box, I mostly guessed that it belonged to this timeline based on some of Quill’s older notes. But I’ve collected multiple screws and bolts and buttons and pins, and she’s long grown tired of keeping meticulous records of the “pointless” objects. I’m certain, though, that this one came from here. It grows hotter in my pocket as if in recognition, then comes anxious demand to be released back to its home. I acquiesce to its wishes, rolling it briefly on my palm, studying the rust that’s gathered around its winding threads. It guides me in a manner that’s inexplicable, tugging me along the timeline and towards the stool from where I took it. When I place it on the ground, the thread around it glows a bright blue. The corroded iron transfigures back to its unblemished black; and just like that, in seconds, it’s over.

Relief streams from me like a hot breath against the ice-chilled window. The rotten string around my hand shimmers and lightens, and I nearly cry with relief. Quill did it. I did it. The cursed treasure in my pocket feels lighter now, like each item can feel its way home.

Bone-weary, I take a hold of the timeline, preparing to head back to the point of entry. The cool sense of being watched swings down on the back of my neck, the unseen presence that trailed us since Darjeeling revived. Maybe it wasn’t my subconscious after all. I take an uncertain step forward, prepared to pelt myself out of the timeline, when the tether snaps.

A cold sweat seeps from the cavity in my chest. The place where the rot tied back to a healthy timeline – my timeline – is suddenly empty, the other end vanished. I search frantically for a sign of glittering blue trailing up ahead, but everywhere around me is brown, brown, brown. My breathing grows thick, burdensome, and any remaining oxygen has gone straight to my brain and scrambled up all my thoughts.

I race towards the workbench, look under the tools, as if the string is simply caught under an instrument or between the nooks and crannies of the shed. Nowhere. The line has disappeared.

I told you to take someone with you, an imaginary Quill berates me, and my body burns from embarrassment. How could I be foolish enough to do this on my own? My ego has had a wrathful edge to it my entire life, but this may take the prize. My hip knocks into the corner of the bench hard, balance lost as the gravity of the situation carves into me.

I didn’t even say goodbye. I didn’t hug Beam or Ender or Keshav or even Geneva, goddammit.

I’m never going to see Everest again.

The thought possesses the fervor of the most violent winter storm, a blizzard I can’t see my way through. The room closes in on me just as time travel fatigue threatens to collapse my internal organs. I slide to my feet, curling into a ball, like I can hold everything in me if I try hard enough, that I can reach back through to my old decisions, to take them back. In all my years of racing through histories and futures, I never realized that I’d also been running from death. The end was a distant fate that didn’t apply to me. Until now.

Warm, strong hands touch my shoulders.

“Ryka!” a voice says through the haze. I hadn’t realized that the world had gone dark, that sound had melted into moonlight.

I find Everest crouched in front of me, wrought with worry.

“How did you–” I croak.

He holds up his right hand, where a blue string winds around his palm. “Quill summoned Keshav when you were gone too long. What were you thinking?”

Everest’s tone is steel, a steady anger that I’ve rarely heard from him before, and never at me. He scoops me up against him, and I’m about to protest, but I can’t stand on my own or hold anything up. My head lolls against his chest, and it’s an effort to stay conscious. Time drain is remarkable, and it makes sense why we’ve limited trips by frequency. The ground drops as he picks me up and holds me to his chest. I don’t have the energy to speak as he walks us back along the timeline and out of the carousel.

We are greeted by ghosts.

None of them can hold us, so Everest and I stumble out together, collapsing through multiple waiting bodies and into the ground. I clench my teeth against the cold, but relief is a stronger emotion. It breaks out of me in sobs, and I roll against Everest, trying to catch my breath under the strong sun.

“Foolish girl!” Geneva says, hustling to the front. “How do you have no sense after all your years here? And to be taking things from time? It’s a miracle the carousel hasn’t incinerated you yet!”

So they all know.

Everest’s eyes are closed next to me.

I reach for his hand, which is cold as ice. “Thank you,” I tell him quietly.

He doesn’t move.

I shake his arm harder. Say his name.

Nothing. No flicker that he’s heard me. I sit up, my head protesting the sudden movement, but I don’t care.

“Everest?” I say again, panicking. Around us, the ghosts start muttering, and Beam rushes to the front.

“He’s breathing,” Beam says, putting her head on his chest. “Everest!”

I touch his ice-cold neck. Feel for his lumbering pulse, which feels frighteningly, abnormally slow. His face is quiet and peaceful, but it fills me with jaw-numbing, brain-gnawing unease. He doesn’t get time fatigue, not like me. He’s a god.

“Please,” I whisper, falling into an abyss of disbelief. Of all the fears I’ve nursed over centuries, this hasn’t been one of them. Losing Everest – untouchable, immortal, frustrating but irreplaceable Everest – has been an impossibility.

Until now.

“My god,” Geneva says, drifting closer. “Roll up his sleeves.”

“What?” I ask, then I see it. Traces of something dark, writhing on his wrists.

I gasp and pull his sleeves up.

Everest’s veins, lovely blue lines that I’ve memorized over the years, have turned ink-black.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


I wake with a jolt.

“Easy, there,” someone says, lifting me up by the shoulders. My face feels like it’s been pressed against something cold and metallic, but when I look down, my soft pillow is flattened like a pancake. I’m on my bed.

Valentin kneels next to me, Beam by her side.

Everything’s foggy, like my brain is actively trying to forget what just happened. I take stock of each sense – Beam’s blurry face right up to my nose, the smell of cardamom tea placed next to my bed, Valentin’s quiet breathing, the bitter dryness in my mouth, and the touch of my sweat-damp bed. But there’s something else that’s wrong, a sixth sense that drips with dread. I recall the last day: my return to a timeline and a narrow escape. Everest, who found me between dimensions, rot seeping through his veins. The last thing I remember is being struck by horror, and then…nothing. The time travel must have knocked me out.

“Where is he?” I leap out of bed and stumble like a newborn fawn, unable to keep my weight steady. Through the pinched drapes of my tent, the moonless night sky greets me. “How long have I been out?”

“A few days,” Valentin says.

“And he’s alive,” adds Beam. “He’s in his tent; he’s probably still sleeping. Ryka, wait–”

I pull my sherpa coat around my nightgown and race out into the bitter cold, where that sense of wrongness grows. Fallen snow nips at the bare bits of my feet exposed by my sandals, but it only urges me to go faster. Ghosts shed from my path. Valentin’s footsteps track mine, and Beam catches up right when I rip open the drapes of Everest’s tent.

I stop short at the sight of him, lying flat on his bed.

His freckles have turned pallid in the dry dark of his tent, like the stars have winked out of his face. The sheets have been pulled up to cover the rot in his arms, but otherwise, this place looks the same as it always has. Constellations hang from the top of his tent, mimicking the night sky. His giant telescope sits in the corner. His clothes are folded neatly in a half-open trunk, and the whole place smells like him: like walking into the forest after a fresh snowfall. Tears burn my eyes.

Valentin walks over to him, gently places her fingers on his jugular.

“I’ve been checking on him daily to see if there’s anything I can determine. It’s difficult, because he’s demonstrating signs of a coma, but I know you all experience irregular, deep sleep patterns after time travel, so I don’t have an accurate benchmark.” She pulls the sheets down to his waist. “And then there’s the matter of his arms.”

His arms are gently curved by his side, and a dark web of rot writhes under his skin. I’ve never been squeamish, but this has me feeling like I’ve gone on a high-speed rollercoaster after eating a very large meal. I kneel next to Valentin, pushing a hand through Everest’s hair. My fingers come away sticky and wet.

“His heartbeat is regular,” Valentin continues, “But he’s not human, Ryka. I can check his vitals, but when the source of his illness is so clearly unnatural, they don’t mean much to me.”

Rationally, I know she’s right. It may have been an eternity ago, but I went to medical school. I understand that what she’s doing for me right now is largely posturing, but it’s the only thing keeping me from unraveling.

“Quill has been looking into it as well.”

I jump at the sight of Keshav, who is watching quietly from the back of the tent. Ender materializes next to them, but he’s half hidden amongst Everest’s things, too nervous to come any closer.

“And?”

“No records of any such illness, but she was exploring another path when I left her,” Keshav says.

I get to my feet. “I want to talk to her.”

“And we want to talk to you,” a shrill, squeaky voice screams. Suddenly, a small Asian girl with a round face and blunt fringe is right in my face.

“What–” I stutter, looking between the strange girl and the other ghosts, who recoil from us. “Who is this?”

“Who am I?” the girl screeches so loud I take a step back. And then I notice it: the dark, determined gaze, lips pursed in a thin, angry line. An expression I’ve been the recipient of countless times.

“Geneva?”

“Who else?” the girl barks, and I swear steam is coming out of her ears. “Now, you be quiet and listen to me, I’ve been waiting days to say my piece.”

“But how?” I demand. “How did you…What happened?”

“You happened!” Geneva says. “Look at what you’ve done!”

Her words suck the air out of the room. My mind is racing, trying to reconcile what I’m seeing with what I’m hearing. Geneva’s in front of me, but she’s aged down to five? Eight? I can’t even tell, but whatever’s happened to the carousel, whatever’s poisoned it, has done this, taken decades off Geneva as I’ve known her, and I’m sure that’s not the extent of the consequences.

“You’ve been stealing from the carousel?” she shouts, drawing my attention back to her. “Taking objects from other dimensions? Even Everest has more sense! Even he has the minimum amount of respect for the order of things! I thought you were smarter than this!”

She’s screaming, but it’s not the volume that’s striking at my heart like a spiked mallet. It’s the sheer disappointment, the shock at what I’ve done. And the others feel the same way too – Ender’s barely meeting my eye and Keshav looks tired, resigned. Beam remains a safe distance away, studying her toes with the most focus she’s ever given anything. I glance at Everest, remembering the heart-wrenching look on his face when he found me in the shed, and I want to crumble.

“You could have told us,” Keshav says.

My voice comes out timid. “I know.”

“She told me,” Ender spurts out, at what is possibly the worst moment. Everyone whirls towards him.

“She what?” Beam says, hurt.

“You’re the accomplice,” Geneva says, pointing a stubby finger at the rapidly withdrawing teenager.

Somehow, she’s more terrifying as a child.

“No, okay, I did not tell Ender; he just happened to catch me once,” I explain, trying to calm them all down.

“I’m sorry!” Ender says, waving his hands about. “I just…I couldn’t keep it a secret any longer. I wanted to wait till you were awake, but it was so hard, Ryka, they were all so mad and I had to pretend I didn’t know.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say, doing my best to calmly rein in his babbling. “And I told no one but Quill, and even that was an accident when it started.”

“She knew?” Keshav’s betrayal is apparent. Geneva looks at me like she’s picturing how pretty a dartboard my face would make.

I take a deep breath, then tell them everything.

No one interrupts me as they process how it started; a mistake that grew into something intentional – a compulsion, almost. How Quill and I’ve been using these objects to help her develop the spell she used to scry for Valentin’s timeline, how it opened up the channel for me to go back to the past. Keshav looks like he’s struggling to squash his questions, Geneva looks mildly impressed, and Beam is…pissed.

“But why?” she asks stubbornly, and I know I’m going to pay for letting Ender in on something and leaving her out.

“To try to go home,” Geneva answers for me. “Isn’t that right?”

I nod slowly. I remember the conversation we had on the riverbank, her verdict that maybe my dreams and paths have changed, but how much of that was because I had no choice? The door is now open, and on the other end rests Novalie and my mom. It was too late for my dad, but I can still see the others. My heart clenches desperately at the thought.

“I’m going to return everything,” I tell them. “I’ll do it myself. No one else needs to risk it.”

“You’ve already risked us,” Geneva shouts. “Look at me!”

“And you can’t,” Keshav says patiently.

I look between all of them. “What do you mean?”

“The carousel’s locked,” Beam volunteers. “It’s gone dark, barely moving. We think it’s to do with him.”

And that’s when the true extent of our problem reveals itself to me. The carousel’s energy is quiet. Only one candle hovers in the middle of the tent and it’s straining to stay afloat. I race to the exit and stare outside, where other tents are dark and quiet, hiding ghosts who may be enduring worse shifts in timelines than Geneva. The frequency of the air has changed, tainted by the absence of magic.

And it’s all to do with Everest, of course. In some ways, he’s the life source of this fair, and with him incapacitated, our hands are tied.

“A few of the others have aged up or down,” Ender volunteers, sidling up to me. “Iris’s arm has gone permanently missing.”

Each word sinks my heart deeper into hell.

“I’m going to go get Quill,” Keshav says, sidling out, muttering something under his breath.

“I’m sorry,” I say to Beam and Geneva, who are jarringly the same size. “I know it doesn’t mean much, especially now, but I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I really thought that there were no consequences – we’d been doing it for so long!” It’s foolish, but true. I’d succumbed to hubris, felt invincible when I was as fragile as thin glass.

“You should know better than anyone else how every little action has consequences,” Geneva says. “Every choice you make, down to every thought you have.”

“I’m going to fix this,” I promise her.

“I know,” Geneva snaps, then looks at Everest. “There’s no point in hashing out what’s been done. We can only work with the hand we’ve dealt ourselves, and on we go.”

It’s odd being lectured by a child, but I deserve it. After all, this is the hand I dealt us, but it’s become everyone’s issue. I feel beyond horrible, the worst I ever have, but I yank myself together, sitting next to Valentin. Behind us, Ender whispers, “I’m sorry, Beam,” in a low voice. I tune out the rest of their conversation.

“Are you upset with me too?” I ask Valentin. “You’re here because of me.”

That much is obvious now. I’ve bent time’s planes towards me, and the carousel’s attempts to rectify my errors snatched Valentin from her home.

I try to imagine how Nova would react. She was always the more impulsive of us, the picture of “going with the flow”. This would be a grand adventure to her and, despite Everest’s condition and my mistakes, she would likely laugh at my question, pat me on the back and tell me not to take things so seriously. Sometimes, I’d find it frustrating, but I could use her unconditional support and optimism right now.

Valentin’s expression is one of deep contemplation. “It’s been the most terrifying experience of my life, but also some of the most illuminating. It sounds weird to say, but I have a hard time bogging myself down about how things play out in my life. We’re all a set of bowling pins, you know? Sometimes one well-aimed blow takes all of us out, and that’s just how it is. You happened to knock several people down.”

“That sounds like you’re mad,” I tell her, but she’s smiling at me.

“We can all get back up again for the next round.”

It’s so strange. I can hear Nova’s influence, see the fingerprints of her parenting all over Valentin, but her reaction is uniquely her own. More steadying and thought out.

Keshav walks in, then, Quill in his hands.

“Oh, thank god,” I say, helping him set her down. I demanded he move her from the archives, something she doesn’t tend to respond well to, but I’m not leaving Everest’s side right now.

Don’t thank anyone so quickly, not after you ratted me out, Quill says, sounding more than a little miffed. She and Keshav must have had quite the talk. Not to mention the rest of this mess. All the shelves in the archives are on the ground! Cillian’s been trying to eat rare books, and all my energy has been expended trying to keep him busy. And–

“I’m sorry, Quill.” I’m ready to include her in my apology tour, but I’m unable to string together a coherent sentence when I look at Everest. I keep expecting his eyes to fly open, for him to smile in the exact way that makes me want to strangle him and kiss him at the same time. “I can’t think…I don’t know what to do…”

Quill is quiet as I try to compose myself. I know that I need to return all the things that I’ve taken, but that concern has become a secondary shadow. I inhale and look away from Everest. Exhale and push away every intrusive thought telling me that he’s gone forever. He’s immortal, and I’ve learned the hard way that despite centuries of experience, I only possess a drop of true knowledge. There is a solution here, and I’m going to find it.

How is he doing? Quill asks.

“Valentin says his breathing is steady, no fever, no symptoms she can detect.”

Except that he’s in some sort of a coma with rot up his arms.

And the carousel?

“I don’t care about that right now.”

They are connected.

“I know that, so I’m hoping once we heal him, the carousel will fix itself as well,” I say firmly. “Keshav said you haven’t been able to find any records of this?”

No, nothing like this. The time god has not been ill in recent memory.

I groan, resting my head on Quill. When she doesn’t immediately tell me to ‘get your sweaty hair off my parchment’, I realize how distraught I must look. No answers – we’re here with a locked carousel, scrambled timelines, a sick time god, and countless trinkets that I’ve stolen from dimensions. We have no answers here. No way out.

Unless…

“You said ‘in recent memory’.” I sit up straight. “But Everest is older than you.”

Are you patronizing me? Quill huffs.

“No, but there are others who are as old, who have known him longer,” I say.

Keshav gasps.

“Who?” Valentin asks.

“His siblings,” I reply. “The others. We need to find a way to get them here immediately.”

I’m getting myself worked up from the idea when Quill says, They won’t come.

My heart stutters. “What do you mean?”

Valentin’s face screws with confusion. Keshav rubs his temples and says, “They’ve never visited. Not during your reign as keeper, not during Geneva’s, either.”

“He also hasn’t looked like this,” I say, gesturing wildly at Everest’s body. “Have they even heard? Surely, if they knew, they would–”

They do know, Quill says, resigned. Her leather covers lose a bit of their tension, slackening under my weight. I informed them the moment it happened.

“What did they say?” I demand.

“You can talk to them?” Valentin whispers after Keshav gives her a summary of our conversation. The ghost ushers her to Quill so she can hear the tome’s response herself.

Did you think I’m the only Quill? Quill says. They each have one of us, in their own archives. We’re their means of communication. Or, well, they do not communicate with one another, but we keep each other appraised of important events. It is in the name of record-keeping, and occasionally, gossip.

“Tell me what they said, Quill,” I repeat, trying to keep my voice even.

They didn’t say much, Quill says. When I heard back, there weren’t any questions about Everest or his wellbeing. I tried to ask and see if anyone knew the cause of his condition or how to cure him. Most Quills were sympathetic, but some are downright nasty. I’m sure they’re holding out on me. The one with Cyrus is particularly–

“They didn’t even ask about him,” I repeat, gritting my teeth.

It’s becoming more difficult to see through the angry tears clouding my vision. I’m thinking of all the times Everest and I have talked about our families, the ache he’s tried to disguise at their absence in his life. For some reason, I still thought that something like this would draw them to his side. I can’t fathom their behavior, not when their brother is so far from the cold caricatures they’ve become in my mind. If it was me or Ender or Beam on that bed, I know he would tear this place apart to find help.

They don’t deserve him, and if I had a chance to speak to one of them, I would readily tell them as much.

They were more concerned about the carousel, Quill says. I got more questions about that. I provided descriptions of the rot, told them about our experiments.

“Bet they loved that,” I seethe.

They were not pleased, Quill says. I also told them about the static of time when anyone tries to go near it. They were noticeably bothered by that. Asked me to keep them up to date on the matter, and to make sure no one attempts anything foolish.

An idea pops up in my mind, so vivid that Quill hears it screamed into her mind.

Now just you wait, Quill says, growing frantic. I did not tell you that so–

“I’m sorry, Quill,” I say, a little giddy, a whole lot mad. “But if the gods don’t listen to polite summons, then they’re going to have to deal with my wrath.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


“You really should reconsider,” Keshav says, bobbing nervously next to me.

He’d followed Valentin and me out of Everest’s tent and into the archives, where I’m sweeping pieces of my loot into a bag. It’s a morgue in here. With magic shutting down across the fair, the shelves are all stationary, haphazardly stacked atop one another. Some books have fallen out, and Keshav has been doing his best to put things back together, but he’s too distracted by me to do a thorough job. Cillian yells at us from the highest shelf, making us very aware of his displeasure at the state of his home.

“They’ve ignored him for too long, Keshav,” I say, at last satisfied with my stash. Something in here should do the trick.

He wrings his hands. “I know, but surely there’s another way to get their attention.”

“Haven’t you tried every other avenue?” Valentin asks, toeing around stray books. “Sounds like this is the last resort.”

I half expected her to try to talk me out of the frightfully bad idea I’ve committed to, but she rallied behind me before I even shared all the details. My heart warms at the open trust she’s given me, then withers from the pressure. Am I thinking of everyone else here, or just Everest?

“Do you want me to come with you?” she asks.

“I’d like someone to keep an eye on Everest,” I say firmly. And I don’t know how safe this is going to be.

Valentin doesn’t look too concerned. She gives me a hug, which I cling onto for far longer than is necessary. “He’ll be okay, Ryka.”

He’d better be.

We part outside the archives and I march into the dead night, my full bag delicately balanced between my arms to ensure that nothing falls out. Keshav catches up in seconds, but he isn’t given a chance to pose another measured argument that will do nothing to stop me.

“Why am I hearing from Quill that you’re trying to destroy the carousel!” a piercing voice cries.

Geneva-the-child materializes in front of me, bringing me to a reluctant halt.

“I know he told you.” I jerk my chin at Keshav. “You can stop covering for him.”

Geneva makes the same clawing motion with her hands that she does when she wishes she could shake me like a rag doll, except right now, she looks like a kid begging for extra candy. It does not have the same effect, but laughing would mean my sure death. “You have lost your mind.”

“I’m trying to help you!” I say. “Now please move, or I will walk through you.”

“Officially!” Geneva cries. “Officially lost your mind. Do you even know what will happen if you succeed in this foolhardy plan? The dimensions will collapse, time-space as we know it will cease to exist–”

“You’re so dramatic,” I say, and in a move that draws a sharp gasp from both of us, I walk right through her.

“Insolent!” she screeches, all while Keshav tries to curb her temper. I keep walking, straight down the path to the carousel. Around us, ghosts peek their heads out of their tents, drawn to the sound of disorder. They’re normally such busybodies, but this bedlam has the nosiest of ghosts choosing to remain on the periphery. Things have gotten too scary, too serious for our status quo.

It needs to end.

From the corner of my eye, I see Beam and Ender sweep in.

“I would keep your advice to yourself,” I warn them.

Beam squints at me. “I came to help. Ender, too.”

I start. “Ender?”

“Well, I said I’d supervise,” he says, nervously adjusting his glasses. “Beam was very set on helping.”

“I’d prefer if you both stay out of the way, actually,” I tell them. “You could go check in on the axeman.”

“Calliope has him under control,” says Ender, ever the voice of reason.

I fold my arms. “I don’t know how any of this will go, and it’s not safe for you there.”

“You don’t get to have it both ways,” Geneva mutters, joining us. “And if you do pull this off, we’re all toast. No, not toast. Rubble. Smoke. Intangible.”

“We are already intangible,” Ender reminds her.

Beam gives him a well-earned nudge to the stomach. “Not to each other.”

We’re rapidly growing closer to the carousel, which looks more like an omen of the apocalypse. The horses have all gone dark, their beautiful emerald and turquoise coats now a slate grey. The threads of time are entirely black, rotten, and barely moving. I wonder how this is impacting the continuum, my mind’s eye flashing a series of images, each more devastating than the last. Time portals opening up in the middle of crowded streets, black holes collapsing galaxies, the universe shrinking to a single, inexpandable point.

I take a steadying breath, then turn to face them. “I know this is dangerous, but since I’m not listening to any of you, I’ll respect your decision when it comes to where you choose to be during this.”

None of them budge. I arch a brow at Geneva, who says, “It’s my duty to remind you of how the friction between your two remaining brain cells is like slipping on a banana peel. If those are my dying words, then so be it.”

“Your dying words were ‘will I still be able to smell pancakes’,” Keshav reminds her softly.

Geneva wrinkles her nose. She really was a cute kid. “What a waste of dying words when I could have asked about that so much earlier. I’d like to have my dying words replaced.”

“I didn’t know we could do that,” Beam says. “What were my–”

“Let’s continue this afterwards?” I ask, pulling out the first curio from my bag: a pretty little snow globe that I lifted from a nursery in São Paulo. It’s actually a rain globe, containing a diorama of a rainforest that erupts in a flurry of silver and blue droplets when shaken. I give it a flick now, watching the specks rise and fall. In this light, it looks like ash.

“You don’t know if there will be an afterwards,” Geneva says, but I’m walking towards the carousel, bottling out the ghosts’ bickering. The carousel hisses at my approach, static attacking my skin as I make a round, searching for what I felt earlier. A soft point in the barrier, an area of weakness. It’s like a wounded animal, its master injured in a grievous, lethal attack.

Well, that analogy doesn’t help at all with what comes next.

There’s a spot a few steps away where the electricity simmers down. I reach out a finger and, sure enough, there’s no immediate shock. This is where I can break this thing apart. I hold the rain globe out like a rock and aim it at the center. Good size, like a baseball. Too bad I was no use at sports.

“Are you certain you won’t reconsider?” Geneva asks, panicked.

I have turned the plan over and over in my head, and ultimately, only one solution has shown any kind of promise. It’s time to go for the jugular.

“See you on the other side.” I draw my elbow back, prepare to throw.

“Ryka, wait–” Ender calls, but I drown him out.

Just as I’m about to launch this rain globe like a grenade, a warm hand catches my arm. The contact is accompanied by a zing of energy huffing from the carousel, like the fair itself is caught off guard. I yelp, dropping the globe onto the overgrown grass. Black, sleek boots that I’ve never seen before stand next to it. My eyes trail up a dark suit, each of the three buttons fastened over a white shirt, to find a brown man with a stern face and sharply cropped hair looking down his nose at me. His face contorts into something between a grimace and a scowl.

I know who the stranger is in seconds. Well, not precisely, but I recognize the power rippling off him.

The time god says, “You know, for a timekeeper, you really should have more patience.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


I pry the man’s hand off me.

“I think nearly five hundred years is patience enough,” I tell him, while Geneva, Beam, Ender, and Keshav all hurry to my side.

He looks nothing like Everest. In fact, his dark features make him appear more likely to be related to me, but the look of amusement that flickers across his face is so painfully Everest, it almost cracks my hardened exterior.

“Cyrus,” he says, extending a hand towards Geneva. One by one, the ghosts introduce themselves, until he gets to me.

I keep my arms folded. “Is it just you here?”

Cyrus scratches the back of his head. “Yes; don’t look so disappointed. I know you were looking forward to giving all eleven of us a piece of your mind.”

When my eyes widen, he says, “We know more than you think. Come, let’s chat somewhere more comfortable, shall we? It has been so very long since I’ve been here. Do the fair stalls still produce that delicious cotton candy? The lavender flavor was particularly delightful.”

“The sea-salt caramel one is my favorite,” Beam says, before Ender gives her a telling yank on the wrist.

“Is it?” Cyrus asks, bestowing her with a grin that she doesn’t return. He looks to me. “What about the constellation drinks? Such wonderful little treats you have here.”

The entitlement of this man is gratingly familiar as well – thankfully I’ve had years of practice in dealing with his kin.

“I am not a tour guide.”

“My, the hospitality here really has taken a fall,” Cyrus tuts, then turns to Geneva. “It looks like this place has been kind to you, putting years back on your life. Were you more pleasant than her?”

Geneva sticks her nose up at him. “I would have landed a well-placed kick between your legs the second you laid a hand on me.”

“In case you haven’t noticed–” I gesture behind me “–we have bigger matters to attend to, and I’m afraid there won’t be any treats until we’ve addressed them.”

Cyrus looks over my shoulder, and as if just noticing the darkened carousel, snaps his open mouth shut with a quiet “oh”. He bends slightly to run a knuckle across the darkened string. Where his skin makes contact, there’s a sizzle, accompanied by a fountain of silver sparks that fall to the snow-covered grass.

I trail his inscrutable movements. “It shut down after Everest collapsed.”

“Yes, yes, I heard,” he says, mildly irritated. “Irresponsible of my brother to play with the limits of our abilities. It’s not like he didn’t know what would happen.”

“Play with your abilities?”

Cyrus looks up. “So he hasn’t told you all our little secrets yet? How surprising.”

This feels like when Beam accidentally ran into my stomach during an eclipse, sending me tumbling onto the ground. We’ve all been together so long that I believed I knew everything there is to know about Everest. Sure, everyone has some secrets, but the things that matter are common knowledge. They have to be.

You kept big secrets from him, chides a voice that sounds suspiciously like Quill’s. My shoulders deflate. I have kept large, dimension-altering secrets from him, so why does it hurt to know that his siblings, the ones who’ve kept him at arm’s length, know more about him than I do?

Cyrus must read my expression, because he tuts – and gods, I’m prepared to rip his tongue out if he does that again – and says, “Don’t look so sad, dear, he’s never been one to boast about his weaknesses.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Explain what you said.”

Cyrus grins, and the sight sends a chill down my spine. In this moment, he looks like the god he is, like I’m a fly he’s trapped under his fingers, wings pinned down. “I’ll let him handle this one. Dealing with you is not my responsibility.”

I’ve grown tired of his roundabout ways. “Fix him,” I tell Cyrus, pointing at Everest’s tent. “I don’t care about his secrets, or your responsibilities – or anything else, for that matter. Fix him and throw yourself into the river, for all I care.”

“Has no one taught you how to ask nicely?” Cyrus says.

“You wouldn’t know nice if it punched you in the face.”

He studies me, eyebrows knitted together in deep contemplation. “One thing at a time,” he says, turning his attention back to the carousel.

My skin heats up as though there’s a magnifying glass between my body and the sun. “You can make the ‘one thing’ your brother.”

Cyrus sighs. “You are exhausting.” Then, he sticks his finger into a point in the carousel – the same one I was aiming at with the rain globe – and a wave of power radiates from the strings, knocking me straight to the ground.

“What the hell?” I yell, scampering back to my feet. I feel what Cyrus has done before I see it.

A wave of warm energy blasts in my face and I close my eyes against it, letting the explosion of magic travel up and down my body. The air fills with static, and that familiar, heavy presence lands its feet on the ground around us.

When I open my eyes, the darkness of the carousel has evaporated. The horses’ resplendent coats regain their prior color and shine, and the threads turn silver-blue, a picture of perfect health. Some strings of rot remain, the same ones that existed before Everest’s collapse, but otherwise, it’s been restored.

“Gah!” I turn to find Geneva standing upright, back to her normal presenting age. Keshav mutters a quick “thank god”, and other ghosts begin cheering at the smallest victory.

“The rest of this is your work, I reckon,” Cyrus says. “We’ll need to talk about that, too, the greatest violation of our laws by a timekeeper to date. After dinner, perhaps? I really am hungry, and then we can get to your laundry list of grievances.”

Geneva and Keshav exchange a wary glance. Ender worries his lip.

“You’re staying?” Beam asks.

Cyrus scowls. “Unfortunately, this place needs at least one functioning god, and I’ve drawn the short end of the stick.”

“I don’t understand why I can’t eat first,” Cyrus grumbles.

“You can eat after you look at him,” I say firmly.

Truth be told, my stomach is grumbling as well, and I’m simply hoping it isn’t audible until we’re done with this. Cyrus may say that he’s staying a while, but now that the carousel is up and running (mostly), I don’t trust him to keep his word.

I push him inside the tent, where Valentin looks up, a bit frightened.

“Everest’s brother,” I explain as the ghosts file in behind us.

Cyrus bristles. “Everest’s brother? Why, I’ve never been introduced like that. I am a time god.”

“She’s well aware, thanks.” I steer him closer to the bed. “We’ve already got one of you here, remember? You’re nothing new.”

He touches his heart like he’s wounded, and I’m once again struck by the similarities between him and Everest. Their mannerisms are nearly identical if viewed in a vacuum, generated from an eternity of leisure and power. It’s irrational, the anger that spikes in me at the thought, as if Cyrus has stolen something from his brother while leaving him asleep and impassive. It’s a knuckle-splitting pain made worse by my gnawing hunger, and I’m so close to breaking one of Everest’s very precious, delicate instruments.

“Don’t touch that,” I growl, as Cyrus runs a finger along Everest’s telescope. “When he wakes up, you can ask for permission, but for now, focus on what’s being asked of you.”

“Honestly, I don’t know how he puts up with you,” Cyrus says, but he kneels by Everest’s side, studying the rot in his arms. We’re all quiet – save for the sound of Cyrus’s hmm’s and aaah’s, it really does feel like the only occupants in this room are dead. Valentin is holding her breath just as I am, if the pinched look on her face is any indication.

My patience wears thin. “Well?”

Cyrus rocks up to his feet. “Yes, it is what I thought it would be. Good news is there’s a cure; bad news is it’s up in the mountains.”

We all look at each other. “The mountains?” Geneva asks.

The god nods. “There’s a plot of clock-vines that our mother planted up there. On every full moon, they blossom and produce the most delectable healing nectar, specifically meant for cases like the situation my brother has put himself in.”

Again, the accusation there – put himself in – is irksome, but I need the rest of the information.

“Then get it for him,” I tell him.

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

Valentin’s up on her feet, one arm gently placed on my shoulder as if she knows I’m seconds away from making Cyrus regret every word he’s ever spoken.

“Just as you are no tour guide, I am no courier,” Cyrus says sternly, and any warmth, any resemblance to Everest vanishes. He stands up, tall and domineering. “Besides, they cannot be brought to the fair. He needs to be taken up there and fed the nectar during the full moon. It will not last the journey back.”

“How are we supposed to do that?” I ask. We’ve never been up to the mountains. They’re treacherous and hard to scale, which may be Cyrus’s exact hope. “How do I know you’re not lying?”

Cyrus laughs. “Why would I lie to you about this? Well, I suppose I would, but my brother will be able to confirm what I’m telling you when he wakes up next week.”

My heart nearly stops.

“Next week?” Beam asks, swerving over to Everest.

Cyrus nods. “That’s my estimate. He won’t be recovered until he’s given the nectar, but the coma should wear off. I’ll prepare a medicine that will help him stay on his feet for short periods. After that, it’s up to you. I’m already being generous.”

He calls this generous? I know I’m pushing the boundaries with him, so I keep my retorts to myself, coming to terms with the fact that Everest will wake up soon. That is almost enough to send me to my knees.

“I still don’t know how we’re supposed to get him up there,” Geneva remarks.

“I’d have to take him,” I say, chewing my lip at the thought of hauling Everest up the mountains. To a place we don’t know. The journey will be one challenge, but finding a small plot of flowers in the wilderness feels impossible.

“I’ll come with you,” Valentin says bravely. “You won’t be able to do it alone.”

“We’ll pack you all the food and clothes you need,” Beam says resolutely. “And I can come for moral support.”

“You’re all remarkably unresourceful,” Cyrus says, scowling. “Don’t you have a dragon?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Being a grating individual runs in Everest’s blood.

Cyrus takes immediate command over the fair, and it’s apparent that Everest isn’t nearly as omnipresent as he could be if he wished. The conscious god is everywhere, and I do mean everywhere. He’s at the river, churning time, he’s at dinner, gorging on a sickening amount of cotton candy. He’s at the archives, terrorizing Cillian, in Everest’s tent, and outside of it as he waits for a report on the efforts to return the objects I have, in his words, “hoarded like a goblin.”

Thankfully, the one place he doesn’t go is inside the carousel. The six trips I take over the course of the week to return artifacts are with Beam and Ender, and with the exception of Beam’s residual annoyance with me, it’s nice having our crew back together. The fair is making its recovery too – all regular operations have been resumed, and it’s returned to playing all sorts of tricks on Cillian. We take the axeman home, check on Iris, whose arm has stopped disappearing, and keep tabs on the ages and locations of all resident ghosts.

Every spare second, I’m by Everest’s side, waiting.

Just like Cyrus said, though, his brother wakes up in precisely one week – a week that felt decades long. I’m polishing Everest’s precious telescope, distraught at the amount of dust that has collected over the mount, when the ghosts gasp.

“Do I owe my consciousness to a kiss from you?” Everest rasps, drawing a laugh from Beam, whose head is barely an inch away from his. Her arms wrap around his neck, and I shudder from the chill he must be suffering, but to his credit, Everest only flinches the tiniest amount.

Beam pulls away as Ender begins pacing along the foot of his bed. “You worried us all to death. Ryka hasn’t left your tent in–”

I clear my throat, except it sounds more like I’m hacking up a lung. Everest’s head swivels to his right, and something in him relaxes at the sight of me, a cloth in my hand, dust clinging to my flushed cheeks.

“Ryka has been taking care of all your ornaments while you’ve been drooling into your pillow,” I say, putting down the fabric and dusting off my hands.

He still looks wan, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have to hold onto my balance for dear life at the sight of his partly opened eyes. This insolent, infuriating fool has had me on the verge of a nervous breakdown for the last one hundred and sixty-five hours and counting. Sure, most of it is exhaustion from all the time travel, but it’s all I can do not to cry. Cyrus’s assurance was barely a Band-Aid over an exposed nerve rubbed raw.

Everest cocks his head. “Have you been worrying about me?”

So he’s awake enough to be a pest. I take a menacing step forward, finally allowing the floodgates of pain and rage to open wide. “I’ve been waiting for you to wake up so I can kill you myself.”

He has the audacity to look surprised. “What do you mean?”

I have to fight to keep from yelling. I’m acutely aware that his blood vessels are still dark and sludgy as sticky mud, that his neck is barely holding up his head. The golden ore of his eyes is dull, and noticing all these details about his deteriorating condition only enrage me further.

“Don’t act daft,” I say. “I’ve been polishing metal and racking my brain for what kind of ill-founded decisions you’ve been making to end up in this position!”

“She has been cleaning a lot,” Ender says, studying his nails.

Beam chimes in. “You had a very thick layer of dust over your vintage binoculars. Ender wouldn’t stop sneezing.”

Everest’s jaw unhinges. “Did all that dust travel up your nose and cloud your brain, because before this very unfortunate incident, I caught you stealing from time!”

I grit my teeth. “We’re talking about you right now.”

To my shock, Everest sits up, wincing at the movement, but he’s too wound up to be stopped. “If we’re talking about me, then we’re talking about you. Do you even know what could have happened to you in there? You lost the end of the string, and if I hadn’t come across the carousel in that very moment, if Quill hadn’t told me–”

“I’ve had the last week to think about it, thank you very much,” I say, growing more heated. “And I’ve had to hear about it from everyone else already.”

Everest’s louder than he has any right to be, considering his fragile state. “Everyone else didn’t have to realize where you’d gone. Everyone else didn’t have to stumble into the carousel, tracing the imprint of you, searching through time and space.”

I throw my hands up in the air. “Do you want a ‘thank you’? Is that it?”

“That would be nice,” Everest shouts, and I hate the way the rise in his voice sends a ripple of pain through his body.

“Thank you!” I yell. “Now tell me what the hell you’ve been doing.”

Everest turns to Ender, who holds his hands up in resignation. Neutral party; smart boy. “Why should I, when you’ve told us nothing?”

“What on earth is going on in here?” Geneva says, flying into the tent. Keshav is only a few seconds behind her. The look she gives Everest and I could slice the mountains into pancakes.

“Could you not have left me with a nicer welcoming party?” Everest asks Geneva.

Geneva scoffs. “I couldn’t have removed her from your tent even if I tried.”

A suspicious look of joy spreads through his face. “Yes, someone please tell me how much she’s fussed over me.”

“Shut up,” Geneva and I say in synchrony.

She then turns her wrath on me. “And you. What are you thinking, screaming at him in this state? Go take a walk or yell at the other one if you have to, but all fighting needs to be put on hold while he recovers.”

I bite down on my lip. She’s right, and it hurts because I know that, but my worry has manifested into an ugly thing. Even now, Everest’s eyes flutter as though he’s barely able to keep them open.

But they are open.

And that’ll have to be enough for now.

“What other one?” Everest asks warily.

“Cyrus is here,” I tell him, waving outside. “He’s probably with Calliope right now.”

Everest tenses for a split second before he bursts into a smile. God, if the sight of it isn’t a punch to the gut. “Is he plotting a takeover of my role?”

Beam giggles. “I think he secretly hates us.”

“It’s not a secret, you dodo,” Ender says.

“Well you can tell him I’m awake,” Everest says. “I’m sure he’ll want to talk my ear off as well.”

“I wonder everyday what crimes I committed to end up stuck here with the two of you,” Geneva bemoans. Keshav stifles a smile as he rubs his hand up and down her back in a soothing gesture.

“It’s all about perspective, Geneva.”

We all turn to find Cyrus watching us from the entrance. His gaze falls squarely on his brother. “So nice of you to join us.”

Everest struggles to sit up, but Valentin is there, supporting his arm. “I was having such lovely dreams.”

“Only you would call fever dreams lovely,” Geneva says.

“Why wouldn’t he, when it gives him a reason to not do his work?” Cyrus says. All at once, the humor and levity in the tent fades to something cold. The jest is gone from the other god’s face. Beam and Ender look nervous, shifting out of the path Cyrus takes to walk towards Everest.

“You’ve been irresponsible,” Cyrus says, so quietly that my hackles raise.

Everest forces a smile. “What fun is life without a little irresponsibility?”

“One where you remain functional and don’t require me to swoop in here because your out-of-control keeper was about to bring down the carousel,” Cyrus says.

Everest glances at me, questioning, but I’m beyond providing explanations right now.

“If you have a problem with my actions, you can talk to me,” I say, marching towards Cyrus, who dismisses me with a flick of his hand.

“You’re his responsibility too.”

I put my body between Everest and Cyrus. “I am no one’s responsibility.”

“That is precisely the problem. My brother has forgotten how things are supposed to be run here. I thought I warned you that your foolish efforts–”

“Are nobody else’s business,” Everest says firmly.

I look back at him and it’s stark, how clearly he wears his distress. I don’t know if it’s only because I know him so well, or if Cyrus can see the tick in his jaw from the way he chews his inner lip when he’s upset. Everest’s knuckles are white, glistening under a sheen of sweat that’s gathered on his skin. He’s only just woken up, and he’s barely clinging to consciousness.

Cyrus lets out a hollow laugh, oblivious to his brother’s plight. “I’d say they’re absolutely everyone’s business.”

“Enough.” I grab a hold of Cyrus’s wrist. He’s so shocked that I’ve laid a hand on him that he barely resists as I drag him outside the tent. I’m shaking in the cold air, wishing that I’d grabbed a shawl before stepping out, but I can’t allow these two to occupy the same space for any longer.

Once we’re a few safe steps away from the tent, I let go of his hand.

“How dare you–”

“No, you listen to me.” I’ve had enough of him prancing around like he knows the first thing about this place. “While you are here, you are a guest. You do not get to speak to anyone at the fair this way, and especially not your brother. I don’t know what kind of fucked up dynamic you all have going, but it won’t fly here, and no one, not one single person or ghost will stand for it.”

Cyrus scoffs, but when he sees that I’m very clearly not joking, he grows serious and takes a menacing step in my direction. “I don’t know who you think you are, keeper, but you’ve barely been here for one of my heartbeats and you’ve already done more damage than good. Between the two of you, things here are precarious at best.”

“Between the two of us, we’ve managed this place quite well, actually,” I remind him. “And you can stand here and tell me all about how my tenure has been nothing in length, but we’ve done well enough that none of your screwed up siblings have had to visit in over five hundred years.”

Even I’m surprised by the bite to my retort. It’s not that I care what Everest’s siblings think of me or the state of the fair, but I’ve seen how it weighs on him, their distance and apparent apathy.

“You should not speak on what you don’t know,” Cyrus says. “It’s family business.”

“With all due respect, I’ve been more of a family to him than you have,” I tell him. “Who was here when Calliope accidentally clawed his arm open? Who’s been here at every eclipse, every celebration? Who was here when a raging axeman showed up threatening to lop off everyone’s heads? Multiple times?” That last one is a slight exaggeration, but it stirs Cyrus enough that a deep crease forms between his brows.

“I hadn’t heard of that one.”

“How would you have?” I ask. “When none of you bothers to show up. And I know he’s extended you all invitations.”

“You don’t know a single thing about our relationship,” Cyrus says angrily. “We’re not human, like you are, in case you need reminding of that. I know my brother’s developed a bit of a mortal heart spending this long around the rest of you, but we don’t hold the same kind of sentimentality that you expect from one another. We’re time gods, and you’re merely a keeper. Remember your place.”

Hearing his words, I’m filled with something unexpected. Not anger or annoyance or an irritating wave of protectiveness over Everest, who’s inside the tent feet away from us, but an overwhelming surge of pity.

“You’re right,” I tell him. “We’re nothing alike.”

All the ghosts are gone when I re-enter the tent.

Valentin is in the middle of gathering her things. “I was going to let him rest.”

Everest shifts under the covers, fitfully asleep. It’s like his spirit has been drawn inward, a candle that’s burned too long, and maybe it’s because I was outside confronting his obnoxious brother, but our fair’s time god looks startlingly human in this light.

“Of course.” I shuffle awkwardly on my feet. “I’ll walk back with you.”

“Wait,” Everest calls. “Can I speak with you for a bit?”

He’s making a heroic attempt to sit up again. I wave at Valentin to go her way and head over to his side, plopping down at the foot of his bed. A fierce wave of fondness grasps me as he flashes me a lopsided smile.

“How much of that did you hear?” I ask.

“Barely anything,” Everest says, waving me off. “But did you have to tell him about Calliope clawing my arm open? He’s going to hold that over my head for eternity.”

I bite back a smile, secretly happy that he’s back to his usual jabs. “What is the point of having him here if I can’t give him fodder to torment you?”

“I thought only family gets to torment me,” he says. “But the axeman story was good. I’m going to take credit for taking care of him, by the way.”

I toss a pillow at him. “Healthy enough to be insufferable again, are you?”

His voice is muffled by the pillow he leaves pressed to his face. “Part of my charm.”

It’s easier when I can’t see him, so I rip off the Band-Aid. “I’m sorry.”

He lowers the pillow. Blinks in my direction. It’s safe to say that I don’t apologize much. “For what?”

“For all of it.” I rub my arms for warmth. “For taking from the timelines, for not telling you about it, for yelling at you while you were on your deathbed.”

“I am not on my deathbed,” he protests. “I’m temporarily incapacitated. Your Hippocratic Oath is still unbroken.”

I smile, fiddling with the creases of his mussed sheets.

His fingers creep forward, grazing mine. “I’m sorry too.”

“For what?”

He shrugs, but the movement is leaden. “For not asking you earlier how you were doing, after the eclipse. I thought it would be better to give you space, to let you talk to Valentin and sort through your emotions. I was going to come check on you, but I didn’t want to add another voice to the mix. I thought you’d come to me when you needed to.”

“I don’t know if it would have made a difference,” I confess. “You checking on me.”

There was too much to sort through in the moments leading up to my actions. I’ve never been a troublemaker, not really. But I’d caused the most substantial trouble one could possibly cause, and it didn’t feel right to put someone else in harm’s way for my mistakes.

And that tailspin led to me jumping into the carousel on my own.

“Why not?”

“I was embarrassed,” I answer. “And scared. I couldn’t believe how badly I’d screwed up. You’d think with all this experience under my belt I’d know better, and it’s so not like me, you know? I tend to think things through, make rational choices.”

“The only thing that changes with experience is that your mistakes are bigger,” Everest shrugs. “It’s one of the biggest cons of existence.”

His hand is over mine now, his thumb tracing calming circles over my wrist. I turn my hand over and hold his, grateful for the solidity and promise of him as I spill the worst thoughts from my mind. “I just don’t understand why I can’t let it go. I’ve had so many years, and still, hearing Valentin tell me about Nova stings. We used to talk about her wedding all the time. I was supposed to be there. And my parents…I feel like I failed them all.”

My voice gives out at the end, and it all comes tumbling out. About my dad, and how every day since I learned the news of his passing, I dream of how he must have looked in his last days. About my mom, the parasitic guilt that’s eating me up steadily and insistently. My own immortality renders the concept of mortality a cheap parlor trick that’s designed only to slice me into a million little pieces. Each day, I laugh in death’s face while it takes everyone away from me, over and over again. I’m caught in time’s torture chamber.

Everest lifts himself onto his elbows.

“Lie down,” I tell him through my sniffles, but he doesn’t listen. He pulls me to his chest and I splinter into infinite pieces, irrevocably torn apart. I lose track of how long we stay like this, wound around each other as I crumble in his arms.

“Letting go is overrated,” he says after a while. I laugh against his chest, but he continues, more serious. “You shame yourself for it, but in truth, it’s something I’ve always admired. I think it’s beautiful for you to love as much as you do.”

I tilt my head up from the damp spot on his shirt. “When did you get so wise?”

Everest rubs idle circles on the small of my back. “I learned from the best.”

The look on his face is tender and focused. Everest is a man who hops from one thing to the next in the blink of an eye, but right now, I have the entirety of his attention, every bit of his body and mind devoted to me. This knowledge alone is a warm fireplace, soothing my mind. Somehow, despite our extensive differences, no one in the universe understands me quite like him, not anymore. Right now, he couldn’t be more different from his brother or the rest of the gods – aloof and, if anything, mildly amused by my emotions. But Everest isn’t human either, and no human could possibly comprehend my existence.

The two of us are something new, something I don’t fully understand. Everest doesn’t answer, only leans forward. I stiffen, unsure of what to expect, filled with a blaze of hope and fear. His lips press a warm kiss to my forehead, and my entire body vibrates with desire.

I want more.

I go stiff as a board, my nails digging into his ribs. He’s looking at me curiously, like he can read every change in my expression and is patiently waiting for me to catch up.

“You’re sad,” he says, and it’s a dagger to my heart. It’s an echo of what he’d said to me years ago, when we were drunk on the night of the eclipse.

“I know,” I’d said then. “I’d like to not be sad for a moment.” And then I’d kissed him.

It was selfish and hopeless, and unbeknownst to me at the time, tinder to an inevitable flame. That eclipse, I’d been out of my mind, and the kiss had been little more than me searching for a way to break out of my rut. But in the years that have passed, it’s turned into a question that I’ve desperately wanted the answer to.

Kissing Everest now would not be the same thing.

The rot in his arms is a reminder of our circumstances, the choices I will soon have to make. Valentin’s departure and my visit home are coming up soon, and I haven’t begun to untangle what it would mean for me. He has taken up all my energy, but it’s not fair of me to offer what I’m unsure I can give. The coming days carry a devastating reality, and I need a clear mind to consider all the paths ahead. So I carve out my heart and throw it away.

“I know,” I tell him, pulling back. “Thank you for listening.”

His grip on my waist tightens a fraction, but his face softens with understanding. “Any time.”

He lets me walk away.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


I barge right into Valentin’s tent.

She lurches from where she was lying on her bed, one ankle crossed over her knee. A book topples from her hands and straight onto her face.

“At this rate, I’m going to go home a ghost,” she mutters, closing the book and placing it out of harm’s way.

“I can’t sleep,” I announce, pacing back and forth beside her bed.

I really should, considering what lies ahead. Even with the help of the ghosts, it’s going to be unbelievably taxing returning Valentin and every other stolen artifact. With Everest awake and the carousel up and running, there’s no time to waste, pun very much intended. But the second I’m back alone in my tent, I’m going to think of him, the warmth of his arms around my body, the steady caress of his voice. That won’t do.

“Well, it is still light out,” Valentin says drily. “But I can see you all abuse your circadian rhythm. Why can’t you sleep?”

I think it’s beautiful for you to love as much as you do.

God damn that man. I almost consider telling Valentin precisely why I can’t sleep, exactly who fills my brain with fantasies and what-ifs and should-I-haves that I can’t afford to entertain. But I don’t, because if I say it out loud, it makes it real. And right now, too many of my problems are real. As if sensing my anxiety, more floating candles flicker on in Valentin’s tent, accompanying the one that was serving as a reading light.

“I just…” I say, vaguely gesticulating with my arms. “I need a distraction.”

Valentin frowns. “What kind?”

As she sits up, the covers fall to her waist, and I realize the fair’s given her a pink night gown jarringly similar to Novalie’s favorite Barbie pajamas. An idea clicks in my head.

I grin slowly. “Come on. You get to see what your mom was like when she was younger.”

Valentin is surprisingly game, so maybe an inclination towards constructive destruction is a dominant gene. She gets dressed in seconds after I tell her what I need to do, and I can only hope the fair has recovered enough to cooperate with me.

“I’ve barely ever asked for anything,” I mutter under my breath as we walk towards the outskirts of the fair, in the opposite direction of the river; no need to step foot near the source of time or approach a dragon for what’s to come. “And you have no problem churning out all the cotton candy flavors in the world or conjuring different night skies for Everest, so please, please, please just let me blow off some steam.”

“It’s so weird hearing you talk to it,” Valentin says, but there’s no judgment there. “Does it always listen? When it’s not rotting, I mean.”

It’s nearly twilight, and the forest is a mass of inky black, but I’ve lived in this area for a long time. I could trace the silhouettes of the trees blindfolded, and I can easily identify a foreign object in the most meager lighting. A smile creeps across my face at the large, very un-tree-like shape that’s sitting right at the edge of the woods, right before the path that I cannot cross. “It does today.”

Valentin’s spotted it too. She leans forward, picking up the pace. “What the fuck is that?”

The best way to describe it is a giant ball of things. Its diameter is nearly our height, but it sits patiently as we scrutinize just what the fair has cooked up for me to take apart.

“Are those socks?” Valentin asks, nose wrinkling.

From various nooks and crannies emerge colorful socks. I spot other objects I recognize – keys, cables, rubber bands. There’s a giant guitar sticking out from one corner, and it looks suspiciously like the one my parents left behind when we moved home.

“It’s a bunch of forgotten things,” I exclaim.

The fair’s taken in all manner of objects that people have lost and can never recover, tossed it into a large magical processor of sorts, and spat it out for me. To the right of the globule, I spy two baseball bats with matching helmets and cream body suits, and they remind me of something, but I can’t place it…

“No way,” I mutter, as the memories flood me: Nova and I decked out in protective gear, swinging bats around a rage room after any minor inconvenience. I lift my suit up and let out a low whistle.

“You really said safety first, huh?” I ask the fair, holding Valentin’s suit out to her.

We pull them on over our clothes, then reach for our helmets. As Valentin’s slides over her head, I notice she has the same spark in her eye that Nova would get every time we did this together. It’s been a long time since I even considered our shared activities – there’s too much nostalgia wrapped into specific things from my past – but right now, staring at the prospect of what’s before us, I’m strangely at peace.

I pick up our bats. “You ready?”

She doesn’t wait for my go-ahead before she starts swinging.

The whole thing is utter chaos. The fair did its best, but the giant orb of long-lost items isn’t the best for destruction. It squishes more than it splinters, and we’re mostly whacking at it aimlessly, squealing as something pops out of the garish knot. But it does the trick. I’m beating the hell out of this thing, letting my body take over, forgetting about time travel and talking books and the god who makes blood rush to my head with the smallest of smiles. I don’t know what Valentin’s thinking of, but from the vicious way she’s going at the fair’s target, I finally see the anguish of her captivity here catching up to that calm, composed demeanor.

We fall on our butts in unison, sweat-drenched and panting. My entire body aches in the best way, and I’m laughing as we lie down side by side, the cold of the snow barely a hint of bother in our suits.

“So you and mom really went to a rage room all the time?” Valentin asks through gasps.

“We discovered them after her first break up,” I say, falling right into the memory. “That guy was useless, nowhere near good enough for her, and she did that thing most people do with first relationships and stopped hanging out with me as much. I was so mad at her, but my mom told me to be patient. Said she’d come around. And after he broke up with her through a note in class, there she was at my door, saying she had something she needed me to do with her.”

“She told me about that,” Valentin says, turning to her side. “What an asshole.”

“The worst!” I agree. “Anyways, we found this place near her house, broke a bunch of stuff, and then she apologized. All was well, but this became a tradition. After shitty partners, horrible tests, bad news. You name it.”

Valentin’s gone quiet. “She’s never mentioned that.”

Something in my heart twists. “I’ve never been able to do a lot of the things I used to do with her. Karaoke, smashing things to bits. Maybe it was the same for her.”

“It’s weird, isn’t it? How you could know someone so well, but still not know every part of them,” Valentin says. “It’s hard imagining her in school, dating. The only other facet of her I’ve known is as a doctor, and that’s because I followed in her footsteps.”

“Did you always know you wanted to?” I ask. Valentin has told me a little here and there about her family and career, but I’ve been ravenous for more. She’s living the life I thought I’d have, with the people I love, and there’s a sick desire in me to know every inch of the path she’s taken. I have to restrain myself from hounding her for details that are superfluous at best, invasive at worst.

Valentin nods. “Yes, I think so. Mom never pushed it on us, but she loved her job so much, and I’d ask her questions about it constantly. I never considered anything else as seriously, and I have wondered if I only ended up where I am because that’s what made logical sense, or if I would’ve become a doctor if my mom wasn’t.”

“I get that.” Sometimes I wonder the same about my time research. It’s been ages since I’ve been able to sit with my notes in the archives, develop and test a new hypothesis with time-mending. I hadn’t realized just how much joy I derive from being keeper, from uncovering new mysteries about the universe in a manner that is only afforded to me. “It’s hard separating all those external factors from your intrinsic desire. And even harder if you think your life has only been circumstantial.”

“Definitely. There was a period when I rebelled in other ways. I got really into video games for a bit; I think I was looking for a way to feel different from her. Everyone saw me as a mini-Nova, and like every child who idolizes their mother, I wnted to be her, but not like that, you know?”

I feel a little guilty, knowing how much I saw Valentin as a shadow of her mother. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Despite our similarities, Mom and I have had very different lives,” she says. “We moved around for Mom’s fellowship and early career before moving back to San Francisco. She’s put her roots down in one place while I’m still trying to figure out which city feels right. She’s so extroverted, while I prefer my romance novels. I barely dated until I met my wife. Your career is only one part of you. There’s so much else that makes up a person.”

“That’s an impressive thing to learn, especially in a profession that takes up as much of your life as yours does.”

“Thank my therapist,” she quips.

I laugh. “And you’re in a fellowship now?”

“Endless school,” Valentin says, grinning. “But, yes. Surgical critical care.”

I fall quiet. I think about the programs Nova and I had looked at together, wonder what it would be like if I were to go back, pick up where I left off. I’ll have to take Valentin back, and I’ll see her life there, the physical manifestation of the choices I never got to make.

A small voice in the back of my head asks: what if you just stayed behind?

What if? What would that even look like? Is that something I want to do? My heart says yes and no, and if I sit with the question for too long, surely I’ll be split in two. I could take care of my mother, properly mourn my father, spend my life with friends I thought I’d never see again, and, and, and…

Talking to Valentin has made me reflect on my own feelings of being stuck, of wanting to move beyond the confines of what’s forced upon me, but also the possible ways to evolve within them. What I do know is that no one’s going to wait around for me to make up my mind, and it wouldn’t be fair of me to ask.

Everest is awake, and there’s no reason to keep Valentin here any longer now that the carousel is up and running. It feels like someone else has taken the reins of my life, that it’s all moving quicker than I can manage while I’m bouncing along on the back of the ride.

“Something tells me that distraction wore off quickly,” Valentin says. She’s unbelievably perceptive, quietly taking in details that I don’t know I’m sharing.

“No, it helped a lot. There’s just a lot on my mind, and we might need more guitars to bash into pieces for me to work through all of them.” I say the last part loudly, half-heartedly hoping the fair will grant my wish, but I’m out of luck. No more running away from what’s right. “You must be eager to go home now that the anticipation around Everest’s fate has simmered down. We’ll start working on that tomorrow.”

“You know, I was actually thinking about that,” Valentin says. “I’d like to stay here until Everest is fully back on his feet.”

“But that’d be at least another two weeks.”

She shrugs. Above us, the lilac sky glitters with emerging stars. “It’s my job. I want to see my patient through. You can focus on taking care of all the other objects, and I’ll keep a close eye on him. That brother of his doesn’t come off as the best caretaker.”

Snorting, I reply, “Not at all. He’s an ass.” But the gravity of her offer wears down on me. “Are you sure?”

Valentin turns to me and smiles, and for a moment it could be Nova and me lying on our backs on the roof of my building. “I’ve been here, what, a month now?”

“Has it really been that long?” I ask. “I swear you just arrived the other day.”

“I’ve been keeping track.”

I’m going over everything that’s happened since she arrived. Quill’s kept tabs on the days while I’ve lost all sense of how long this ongoing fiasco has tormented us. But I trust Val – after all, I’d kept careful records of the hours when I’d arrived here too, trying to find some sense of normalcy in a decidedly abnormal experience. But that compulsion has faded.

“I guess I’ve been too distracted to realize,” I admit. A month can feel so long in a mortal life, but it’s negligible for me.

“You’ve been busy,” Valentin says. “But that’s my point. What’s another two weeks? It would benefit us all, don’t you think?”

And that’s when I know – that she can see the turmoil stirring in me. There’s a softness to her expression, not pity or worry, but a deep pain that I can tell isn’t hers. The gift she’s offering is too big for me to accept, a lifeline tossed when I’m up to my ears in anguish.

“Thank you,” I choke out.

Valentin pats my arm gently. “I’m here, whenever you’re ready to talk. Now come on, I have a book I’d like to get back to.”

I carry Valentin’s suit, helmet, and bat in a heap to the archives.

The pseudo Rage Room helped, but after our conversation, I want to make sure I have a plan for tomorrow. Quill and I need to sort through artifacts; I’m hoping she’ll help develop a strategy for the most efficient return process to conserve my energy and even increase the number of returns per day. I’m testing out paths in my mind: maybe I tackle the timelines chronologically, or perhaps (and this gives me hives) I have to make the returns in the order that I took them. Engrossed and hidden behind a pile of objects, I slam right into someone as soon as I enter the archives.

“Do you normally stumble around buried in a mountain of clothes?” the individual says.

I groan, lowering my arms to reveal a particularly prickly looking Cyrus, who’s rubbing the shoulder which I may or may not have hit with an errant elbow. Should have put more weight behind it.

“As often as you walk around without an attitude.” I proceed on my path to Quill, where I set everything down on the table before stripping off my own suit. Cyrus and I haven’t even seen each other since our fight outside Everest’s tent, and I’m not in the mood to deal with his nonsense right now.

“My brother must have developed a liking for a sharp tongue,” Cyrus says. I cringe at his crass observation, but I don’t stoop to engaging. To my dismay, he makes no move to flee the premises as I’d hoped. Instead, he’s watching as I put a palm on Quill’s pages.

“How quickly can I get rid of him?” I ask her out loud, making a pointed effort to not look at the intruder.

As quickly as you accomplish what you’ve come here to ask me, Quill replies. You might achieve this faster if you work with him, you know.

Absolutely not, I switch to mental conversation. We’ll kill each other sharing a room.

You’ll kill each other regardless.

“That we will,” Cyrus chimes in.

I jump. “You can hear my head?”

He examines his fingers. “I can hear hers; calm down. Don’t need to resort to any sort of physical contact, what an absolute waste of labor.”

Do you see what I have to put up with, I aggressively yell at Quill. Get rid of him!

You need him to make the time you require, she reminds me patiently.

“That you do,” Cyrus says.

Exasperated, I tear my hand away from Quill. “Why are you even here?”

“My question precisely.”

Geneva stands at the entrance of the archives, watching Cyrus suspiciously. No Keshav in tow, which is alarming in its own way, but I’m grateful not to be left alone with Cyrus.

He picks a piece of lint off his jacket and flicks it away, looking disgusted. “For the same reason you both are: to figure out how I’m going to clean up the mess she made.”

I grit my teeth. “I have it under control.”

Geneva floats to my side. “We have it under control.”

“Do you?” he asks, looking between us. “Why, tell me, then. What’s your marvelous plan? Does it require time that only I can make, or have you found a way to evade the rules of the space-time continuum?”

I don’t have many violent urges, but I would be fine seeing him fall face first into the river. Maybe Calliope could ‘heat up the water’, too. Imagining this obnoxious god boiling in lost thoughts is the only thing that gets me to steady my breath. Geneva’s fantasizing about his demise too, I’m sure.

Cyrus takes a seat. “That’s what I thought.”

I’m so tired, and there’s enough on my plate without a soul-draining standoff with a god.

I turn to Geneva. “You don’t need to be here, you know. I can handle him.”

She purses her lips. “Have you considered that maybe I want to be here? You’re not the only one who finds this work interesting.”

We haven’t had a chance to truly talk in the last few weeks, but our conversation down at the riverbank has stayed with me. Geneva’s right: I’ve had tunnel vision when it comes to myself, and I’ve run with assumptions about so many people around me.

“Then I’d love your help,” I tell her.

“Wow, some appreciation!” Cyrus comments, still sifting through papers. “Finally.”

My eyes will carve themselves a new home in the back of my head by the end of this evening.

“This session is limited to work, and nothing else,” I tell Cyrus. And then we metaphorically roll up our sleeves and get into it.

Apparently, a common goal does unite foes.

As much as I hate to admit it, having him here shaved off several days of work – Geneva takes inventory of all the stolen items, while Cyrus calculates how long it’ll take to make each trip (very quick, given that I’m only dropping off a parcel) and, most importantly, how much time he needs to make for me to do it all.

“Now we need to find a way to optimize these returns,” he says, studying our notes.

Geneva peers over his shoulder. “Ryka can handle that.”

I blink in surprise, but she’s still studying Cyrus’s writing. The time god steeples his fingers and looks at me expectantly.

“I do have an idea,” I say hesitantly, and to my surprise, he listens.

Quill and I pull up all our records of my past trips; we’ve kept detailed notes on how long each trip lasted, how much energy it required, and the subsequent toll it took on me. I dust off my old research on proximity of timelines and explain to Cyrus and Geneva how moving from timeline to timeline instead of returning to the carousel would conserve more energy.

“I’d never thought to formulate it this way,” he says, mildly impressed. “This is good work. I think I can fill in some of these gaps you have here – I can predict the strongest effects of fate. Lay out the butterfly effect, if you will.”

“And I can help populate these variables you have listed,” Geneva says, jotting down both physical characteristics (size, weight, material, etc.) of the objects as well as contextual details of the timeline to feed into my calculations.

It’s exhilarating, and Cyrus catches the intoxicated grin that takes over my face as he begins annotating my equations. We’re operating like the most efficient machine when Keshav pops by to ask for Geneva’s help with something.

I walk her to the exit, leaving Cyrus to continue working at the table. “Thank you for your help in there.”

“I needed to oversee you to prevent any further hijinks,” she says, but there’s a sparkle in her eye that I’ve missed seeing. “May I ask…All this research you’ve been doing, has it all been to go home?”

The question catches me off guard. It started off that way, yes, but it’s hard to untangle my own motives, at this point. Geneva doesn’t seem angry; she’s been more curious about my approach with the carousel than ever before, so I decide on honesty.

“Going home has been my sole focus since I got here,” I say. “I don’t know anything else.”

I expect her to tell me off, but her face is neutral. She lifts a hand as though to touch my shoulder but draws away, realizing all it would do is cause me to freeze out here.

Geneva steps back and takes Keshav’s hand. “Let me know if you need more help.”

The following hours reveal how the time god and I have eerily similar working styles. He’s as meticulous as I am in his writing, and between the two of us, we’ve soon filled out a tidy stack of sheets tracking our numbers and logic. The fair joins in the fun, conjuring delicacies that Cillian attempts to steal from under our noses. The poor guy’s never been the fastest, though. By the end of the evening, we have a detailed plan on what day I’m to return each object, and in what order. It’s perfectly crafted and, unbelievably, has me returning all the artifacts back to their rightful homes by the full moon, which is less than two weeks away.

“Thank you,” I tell him, and he shrugs, but I catch the small uptilt of his mouth. It reminds me of how Everest used to be, back when we first met. Oddly cautious of his emotions, and more likely to exhibit control. Everest has come a long way since then, a thought that I dismiss as soon as it enters my head. Enough of my energy is being spent on gods.

There are small things Cyrus does that strike me as oddly human, making me think that with enough exposure to ghosts and, well, me, that he wouldn’t be too bad to be around. He’s prone to chewing the end of his pen when he’s thinking, and he always leaves the top line of the parchment blank.

“Why do you do that?” I ask him.

“I always end with a summary,” he says distractedly. “But summaries should come first.”

That’s the bulk of our conversation, but it’s comfortable. This is another kind of exertion that I needed in order to not think about his brother.

After we’re done, I’m both physically and mentally exhausted.

“Maybe we did give Everest the more fun job,” Cyrus says at the end, looking pleased with the amount of information we’ve pulled together.

I stretch out my tired fingers. “Why don’t the rest of you take a turn at monitoring the fair?”

Cyrus looks surprised. “We have offered to rotate, you know. But every time we asked, he said no and says he’s happy here, just that he wants us to visit more. So sentimental. But maybe he’d leave if he knew you were so eager to get rid of him.”

I try to swallow my shock. He turned them down? He’s never mentioned that to me. “One of you is enough,” I say, ignoring Cyrus’s unspoken question. “I thought you all hated this place.”

“Yes, dealing with the ghosts and – some offense intended here – you is no fun,” Cyrus says. “But the work itself is so ordered. So predictable, if you find the right formulas.”

I bristle. “We get plenty of unexpected surprises. You never know what the carousel will throw at you next – one second you’re here, the next you’re deep in an underwater cave.”

Cyrus laughs. “I did feel that in your fate. It went blurry there for a moment.”

Maybe it’s all the burning of supernatural midnight oil, but I can’t staunch my nosiness. “How does that work? Fate, I mean. Can you see everyone’s?”

“Not always,” Cyrus says, flopping onto a chair. Cillian pads out from under the table where he was taking a nap and peers up at the time god, looking displeased at his presence. I’m deeply satisfied when he trots towards me instead.

“Can you change anyone’s fate?” I press.

Cyrus quirks a brow in my direction. “Why, keeper? Is there one you’d like to alter?”

“I’m just asking,” I snap, and the illogical camaraderie fueled by collaboration that allowed me to even think of approaching Cyrus with any sense of curiosity dissipates like ash. If he were even slightly more cooperative, I would love to talk to him more, particularly about my predicament. Is my fate sealed? Does he know the decision I will make?

Will it be the right one for me?

Instead, I bite down on my tongue and prepare to leave.

“I can change fate, but not without a cost,” Cyrus says casually as I turn my back on him. “The carousel’s binding magic is a kernel of my own. You’re bound to serve in return for a wish, an altered fate.”

“So I have you to thank for this.”

He tips his head. “In part, but the fair, as you know, has a mind of its own. I have little to do with the decisions it makes, but I could peer into them if I wished. Luckily for you, I have no interest in yours.”

“I’ll count my blessings,” I mutter.

“You should,” Cyrus says, and there’s an unexpected edge to his tone. The very archives grow cooler, darker, even though none of the lights dim in the slightest. It’s abrupt, but something about the icy pricks on my skin feels familiar. It’s a lot like the sense that I was being watched in Darjeeling, then Churchill. Cyrus was scrutinizing my fate during those trips, looking for a distortion. If he’s able to view me through dimensions, then has he been watching all along? Have the others? Cillian meows from my feet, his tail fluffing to double its size, but I’m too rigid to offer him any comfort.

Cyrus walks towards me. Up close, his eyes glitter like onyx.

“A fate for a fate, timekeeper,” he says softly as he walks by. “Remember that I did not ask for your life.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“You should rest more,” Ender says. “We’ve done like fifty of these in the last ten days.”

“And we’re still behind,” I remind him, but I can’t muster even an ounce of assertive force behind it. The artifact-return trips we’ve been making are quick – our work to optimize the paths of return based on timeline jumping has significantly accelerated the process, no longer limiting us to one trip per day. It also helps that we’re restoring order. The gravity of time and space pave the way, and I’m just a vessel transporting its pieces from one to another. Still, the trips leave me drained in an entirely different way, and after over a week of dipping into timelines, matching artifacts to locations, and watching the carousel heal, I’m spent, hardly able to stand up straight.

“Why do you want to return everything so quickly?” Beam asks. “Everest has another two days before the full moon, and Valentin will be ready to leave once he’s back on his feet. Shouldn’t that take care of most of the problems?”

Her mention of Everest is a root that catches my ankle. Ever since my breakdown at his tent, I’ve been careful not to be alone with him. It’s not fair to muddle the lines we’ve so clearly drawn between us because I can’t get a grip on my emotions. And since I can’t make sense of my feelings right now, I’ve thrown myself into the work, navigating the variables that I can control.

“I don’t want to operate under assumptions,” I tell her, while a cold sweat breaks across my body. At first, I was relieved that Valentin insisted on staying until Everest made a recovery, but I’m afraid the time she so generously gifted me has gone to waste. That day is nearly here, and I still don’t know how I want to handle our trip home. A part of me has hurried to get the artifacts back as a distraction, while another has wondered whether, if I finish returning all the artifacts to their place, I can maybe stay in my timeline longer.

Death has changed conceptually over the years. As a medical student, death was inevitable and finite. One of the only things you can depend upon. But as timekeeper, death became something more nebulous. Ghosts come and go from the fair. I grieve my family repeatedly in lives where they exist and in the ones they don’t. I know now that death occurs in many forms: the end of a love story, the slow, apathetic end of a friendship parted by space, the consequence of transplanting yourself from one part of the world to another. Now, I’m the master of endings, and death is nothing but absence. And like most absences, the possibility of more is always a painful, persistent presence. If I stay back in my timeline, I’ll lose this power over death, over the possibility of another beginning.

But maybe I can see my mother in her last days.

Not at all eager to let the ghosts in on my trail of thought, I angle my body towards Everest’s tent. It’s become our informal meeting place, replacing the main tent and the stargazing spots. He’s awake for longer stretches, but the rot continues to clot his veins, and his muscles are still too weak for him to stand for prolonged periods. Cyrus, who’s become marginally less annoying since we collaborated in the archives, has been working on a medicine that will give Everest enough strength to cling onto Calliope for our trip up the mountains.

As we walk closer, I realize that Cyrus is already in Everest’s tent.

“…tell her, at least,” he is saying as we approach.

“Not yet,” Everest says firmly. “I want to know if it’s possible first.”

Beam waggles her eyebrows at me. “We could listen.”

“Absolutely not,” Ender says. “No eavesdropping!”

“Everyone eavesdrops here,” Beam argues, and the sound of them bickering drowns out the conversation inside. I’m tempted to tell them to hush, but I change my mind. The two gods haven’t had a lot of alone time, and I don’t need to get involved in sibling matters.

I part the entrance, announcing our presence with a, “We’re back!”

Cyrus is standing at the foot of Everest’s bed, and the two were clearly engaged in some sort of a heated argument. The former looks displeased when I enter, muttering something under his breath as he straightens, his head nearly grazing the low-hanging ocean-blue tent. Everest, on the other hand, breaks into an ear-splitting grin as he sits up with effort.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

“Oh, yes,” Everest says, but his smile is pained. “I was telling Cyrus that we haven’t played cards in a while, and he should join us.”

They were absolutely not talking about cards, but I don’t push. “We haven’t played in two weeks.”

“Too long!” Everest says, turning to his brother. “We play every couple of nights, but it’s fallen to the wayside with all the drama around here lately. We should play.”

“Now?” Beam asks excitedly.

“Why not?” Everest asks, and Beam’s already out of the tent.

“It has been long,” Ender says, perching on one of Everest’s telescopes. “Everything’s been so serious. Let’s play.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say. I’m so tired, and I still need to prepare for tomorrow’s trips. “I’m supposed to go see Quill so we can determine which ten items to return tomorrow.”

“You’ve been working nonstop,” Everest says. “You’re making me look bad.”

“That’s nothing new.”

He holds a hand to his heart, wounded, when Beam bursts back inside, Geneva and Keshav accompanying her.

“Brilliant, you brought the entire firing squad with you,” Cyrus says.

Geneva shoots him a sharp glare. “Is a god afraid of a little competition?”

Cyrus’s chest puffs up. “I will wipe the floor with you.”

“Let’s let the game decide that, shall we?” Keshav interjects, wisely pulling Geneva to the side.

“Everyone settle down,” Everest says, patting his bed. The ghosts gather around the edges, floating above the sheets. Cyrus sits at the foot of the bed as Everest tosses his pillows off and shuffles inwards, making more room. “Ryka, could you get the cards, please?”

I’m already pulling the deck out from his nightstand. “Fine, but just one game.”

As I go to sit next to Cyrus, Everest catches my wrist. “What are you–”

One pull, and I tumble into the bed next to him. Before I can protest, he swings one arm around my shoulder and tucks me to his side. It isn’t fair that despite being ill, he hasn’t lost his woodsy scent.

“You know all my tells,” he says, leaning forward to pick up the deck of cards. In one swift motion, he splits the deck into two halves, lining the short ends up with one another before combining them back into a single, shuffled deck. “You need to sit next to me so you can’t study my face.”

“You just want to look at my cards,” I say, but I’m unable to look away from the movement of his fingers, deftly repeating the faro shuffle. “Show off.”

“If I was looking at you, I’d be too distracted to play.” He holds my gaze as he deals, each card landing squarely in front of every player.

It’s unbearably hot next to him on this bed, with his muscled thigh pressed against mine, and his face just inches from mine. Normally, this would make me flush, but today it feels like a fuse is wrapped around my body. I’ve been constantly inundated with thoughts of him, from the way he held me when I cried to the way he lights up when he’s staring up at the sky. I’m acutely aware of how the time I have with him may be limited, and every cell in my body hates it.

“Are they normally this insufferable?” Cyrus asks.

“It’s a tactic,” Geneva says, waving him off. “Ryka gets too flustered to focus.”

Everest grins, but he’s still studying me. “Works every single time.”

I poke him half-heartedly in the ribs. “You’ll regret that.”
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As expected, Geneva crushes all of us like seeds under her heel.

“I need better competition,” she sniffs, all while Cyrus looks ready to murder her. Keshav floats protectively between the two of them.

“Your rules make no sense,” Cyrus says. “No one plays like this!”

“Excuses, excuses,” Geneva says. “You play by the rules of the group, or do you need everyone to adapt to you?”

The tips of Cyrus’s ears redden. “Rematch!” he bellows.

Geneva leans forward threateningly. “You’re on.”

“I’m going to sit this one out,” Everest says. His voice is thin and weak, but before I can ask him if he’s okay, he curls around me and lies down. His free arm drapes casually across my lap, his fingers twisted in my dress.

“Me too,” I say, ignoring the smirks around the tent as the others call for Cyrus to deal.

Accusations fly around as I sit there, my mind no more than scrambled eggs. As the game commences, I try to reposition myself, but Everest’s arm tenses.

“Please,” he whispers. “Just stay with me for a while.”

He looks boyish right now, relaxed and mouth drawn straight, stripped of his usual playful façade. His plea drives its way straight into my heart and pulls, and before I know it, I place a hand under his head. His eyes flutter open and I wonder if I’m looking at him with the same kind of tenderness.

“You don’t look very comfortable,” I say, scooching backwards and guiding his head to my lap.

He follows my lead hesitantly, and then his weight is there, solid and certain.

“I should have known,” he says.

“Known what?”

“That you’d feel like this.”

My heart twists. The others continue heckling each other, actively tuning us out. Cillian makes an appearance as a ball of magical yarn unfurls into the entrance, no doubt the fair’s latest creation for its feline.

“Like what?”

He’s quiet. Beam screeches, and Geneva cackles, but I’m not paying attention to any of them. Everest exhales into my thigh. “Like home.”

I’m tongue-tied with something inexplicable, so instead of continuing the conversation, I push my fingers through his soft hair the way my mother would do to me when I wasn’t feeling well. He hums in content, and the vibration travels down to my toes.

We stay like this for the next few rounds, his breathing deepening. I study how he holds me nearer and tighter the deeper he falls asleep, like it’s when he’s the least conscious that he wants me the closest.

Like I’m his home.

When the last round ends, I start to unwind myself from Everest’s side, needing air with fervent desperation.

“Leaving already?” he asks, blinking awake.

I wince apologetically, but I can’t be around him like this when no one else is here. Our interactions are already messing with my head, and if I have to be this close to him without ghostly buffers and witnesses, well, I might do something completely thoughtless.

“I should probably get some rest as well,” he says, all while his brother and Geneva bicker. “Actually, everyone should give me some space!”

They pause.

“No need to be so passive aggressive,” Geneva says.

Cyrus nods. “He’s always been like this.”

“Would you please leave?” Everest asks, rubbing his head. “Was that aggressive enough for you?”

I grab Cyrus and Valentin by the elbow and tug. “Everyone out; we’ve got a long two days ahead.”

And I’ve got big decisions to make.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Cyrus surveys me over folded arms. “I have to warn you; the medication makes him loopy.”

I hoist up my pants so I don’t trip over them on my way down to the riverbank. “When is he not a little loopy?”

“I heard that!” Everest calls. He’s sitting on the rocks facing away from me, but he bends his neck backwards to give me a goofy upside-down smile. I resist the urge to grin back at him. Cyrus mutters something about “pay grade” and “vacation”, which I ignore, leaping down the path until I land on the bank, right next to Calliope’s head.

“You’re going to pull something,” Valentin chides, straightening his back for him. “And I’m still not convinced you’re dressed appropriately for this. It’s going to be cold up there.”

“It’s not him you need to worry about,” Ender says.

Everest nods. “It’s true. I’m hot.”

“You’re unbearable,” Cyrus says.

“Finally, someone who agrees with me,” I say, throwing the bag I’ve lugged all the way from my tent to the side. Down here, it’s cold enough to frost the tips of my wet hair, so I can only imagine the conditions the mountains are churning up for us tonight. The sun sulks behind the clouds. “And I packed enough blankets and coats for the both of us.”

“I could have kept you warm,” Everest says.

“I thought the medication made him loopy, not turn him into a philanderer,” I say, trying to carefully strap our supplies to Calliope. Cyrus watches me from the other side of the dragon, conducting his own inspection of the saddle straps we’ve put on her.

“I bet that he propositions you at least six times on your way over,” Ender says.

Geneva barks a laugh. “Oh, it’ll be in the double digits. I’d bet my favorite wig on it.”

My cheeks are burning, but there’s no use in trying to turn the faucet off.

“You have to pick an actual number,” Beam protests. “‘Double digits’ is cheating. I say twelve.”

“Fine.” Geneva rolls her eyes. “Fifteen.”

Ender scowls. “I want to change my bet now.”

“I say four,” Valentin says calmly.

I whirl towards her, betrayal etched across my face. She shrugs apologetically.

“Four? You’re clearly new here,” Geneva says. “The thought crosses Everest’s mind at least four times a–”

“Alright, it’s time we set off!” I say in a high-pitched voice.

They all laugh as I stomp towards Calliope, avoiding eye contact with any of them. Everest gets up so sluggishly that I’m not sure Cyrus’s medicine has done much, but at least he hasn’t heard a word of what just took place. He sways lightly on his feet, but Cyrus and Valentin are there to help him over to where I’m standing. He makes a move to get on the farther end of the saddle, but I put a hand out.

“You’re sitting in front of me,” I tell him, pointing to his place. “You’re in no condition to ride a dragon.”

He wraps a remarkably steady hand around my finger and gently pushes it away. “I’ve actually ridden a dragon before, my love.”

My brain short-circuits at “my love”, and I’m still sputtering when he hops onto Calliope’s back with ease, as if he wasn’t just about to fall over while sunbathing on a rock. He gestures to the too-small space in front of him.

“This is reckless,” I tell him.

“Just get on,” Cyrus says. “This farewell has already taken far too long.”

“They’re going up to the mountains, not to another dimension,” Geneva mutters.

I give up, raising a stiff leg up and onto Calliope’s hind leg. He’s right, I’ve barely been near Calliope, let alone climbed her. I’m surprised at how warm and slippery her scales are, and Everest braces my elbow when my foot loses its grip, catching me before my face is sliced open on one of her spines.

“I thought I was loopy,” Everest comments, the muscle of his arm bulging as he pulls me up and over Calliope, settling my body in front of him. Okay, so maybe the medicine did work. His thighs are hot, pressing into my sides, and his chest is sturdy against my back. I can feel his heart beat.

“You’re a menace,” I tell him, trying not to shiver as his fingertips graze my hips.

He laughs in my ear. “You’re cute when you’re angry.”

“See, we’re already up to two,” Geneva says to Valentin, who’s trying desperately to hold in her laughter.

“You can all go to hell–”

But my admonishment is cut off when Calliope gets to her feet and launches into the sky.

Several minutes later, I think I’m still screaming.

“You know, if you let go of the death grip you have on her back and put your arms out to the side, we could perform Titanic on a dragon,” Everest says.

The comment is nearly enough to knock my terror away. “Who taught you about the Titanic?!”

“I’m a god,” he says, sounding affronted. “I know things.”

“I will not hesitate to push you off of her,” I threaten, dead serious, but his laugh melts into the roaring wind. My face is icy cold, eyes drawn shut against the sheer pace of Calliope’s flight. Everest’s arms close around my waist, and I process his words. The Titanic isn’t the first unexpected comment he’s made recently – there were his questions about West Bengal, his conversation with that realtor about schools, his persistent curiosity. When you’ve known someone as long as I’ve known Everest, changes can creep up on you slowly. I wonder what else I’ve missed.

“Aren’t you glad I sat behind you?” he asks, interrupting my thoughts.

“I’m not glad about anything right now.”

He squeezes my leg. “Hold on.”

“Wait, what–”

We drop, sudden and sharp, and I swear I’ve left my stomach up in the clouds. Maybe my voice, and definitely my thoughts. Those can stay up there.

“Air pocket,” Everest explains with unbridled amusement.

“I’m pretty sure she’s trying to kill me.” Then I yell into the biting cold. “You’d better take us to the right place, because I’m not going to check for directions!”

Her refuting snort is the draconian equivalent of a scoff. She’s ascending again, rapidly, and I bite down on my tongue to keep from exerting my raw throat.

“Open your eyes,” Everest murmurs in my ear.

Absolutely not.

I might have said that out loud, because he coaxes me again. “She’s about to bank, so no more unexpected rising and falling for now. Trust me.”

“I don’t like heights,” I yell angrily.

“Since when?”

“Since always!” It’s a miracle that I can get any words out when breaths are hard to come by. “We’re always on the ground at the fair, and you’re usually not with us during trips when we have to jump off buildings or tightropes or any manner of tall structure that the carousel forces me to leap from.”

Everest lets out a low whistle. “What if I promise that you won’t fall?”

“I’d say that you’re drugged and ill and I can’t hold you to any promises made under these conditions.”

His arms thread between mine, and his hands close around my wrists. “I’m bound to you,” he says. “If you fall, I fall. And if I fall, I promise Calliope will catch us.”

As he says it, Calliope settles onto the draft. The pressure no longer threatens to squash me into a two-dimensional figure against Everest’s chest, and the feeling in my gut levels into something bearable. Every part of me that’s cold as ice warms against his touch, and slowly, steadily, I open one eye.

The view is breathtaking. From up here, the blanket of snow that settles on the forest floor glistens blue and white, a million shimmering crystals catching a spare ray that peeks through the cloud cover. The evergreen trees that would tower over me are, to my eye, nothing but a sheet of emerald, polished anew. The rugged mountains are more defined, revealing cracks and crevices that cradle pockets of winter bark and shrubbery.

“This is…” I’m at a loss for words. Hollow emotion bottles my neck. This is what I live for, these moments of marvel and delight. They’re rapidly followed by gut-wrenching nostalgia. I miss my parents, who could spend hours on our porch staring at the hummingbirds zipping around my mom’s bird feeders. I miss Nova, who I’d force on countless hikes all over the Bay Area. But being with Everest transforms the feeling. It’s still a bittersweet ache, but it makes the loss feel less deep. Like the pits of my sorrow have been filled with the softest snow.

“I know,” he says gently. “Look at the lake there.”

My heart soars at the sight of the glistening silver lake that lies beyond the boundaries of the fair. I’ve never seen it until now, the surface so still it could be ice. He continues showing me patches of his favorite spots, and I could do this forever, share his world with him, and give him parts of mine. We’ve been doing it all along, and whether it’s behind a telescope or in the archives or up on a dragon’s back, this never dulls.

By the time we land, I’m so high on the adrenaline of flight that I forget to panic. Calliope lands with a gentle thud, her wings fanning as she catches herself on the ledge of an alcove. It’s small and fairly indistinct from afar, with a cluster of snow-covered brush sticking out of sparse patches of soil. Dread threatens to submerge me whole.

“I don’t think we’re in the right place,” I say. I know clock vines from my trips to India, but there’s no sign of them, let alone any flowers from Mother Time’s famous garden, anywhere. The alcove is cast in a chilling dark, which deepens when the sun dips behind the mountains. Night is steadily creeping over us, and I’m painfully aware of how isolated we are up here, at the whims of the mountains’ savage beauty.

“Her garden doesn’t appear at all times,” Everest says, leaping off Calliope’s back. He surveys the thatch of wilderness we’re in but doesn’t seem nearly as concerned by the lack of shelter. “Just wait until the full moon is out.”

“Which is when?” I ask, nervously glancing up at the clouds. The sky is darkening quickly, and the silver of the moon thrusts out of the clouds. Does the garden need the moon to be out of cloud cover? What happens to the clock vines if the sky remains trapped behind the gloom so clearly clustering above our heads?

“Will you relax?” he says, loping towards me. “Look, it’s starting now.”

He turns me by my shoulders, pointing towards a thin strip of blackened soil that sits in front of the rear face of the mountain. A sliver of moon lights the soil and the very air splits apart along an invisible seam. Silver sweeps across the mountain side, and every inch the light touches turns to green. The resulting sight is impossible to describe, because every frame is filled with so much motion and color that I don’t know where to focus.

Carnivorous Venus flytraps the color of polished gold snap up at the sky. Roses bloom with shimmering petals the size of my face, emitting the sweetest scent. Hypnotic dahlias whirl at the front, and along the right edge are bird of paradise flowers that flutter, then soar off the stems. A pond appears, lush with water lilies with color-changing pads, and toads that look like shooting stars.

It’s mesmerizing.

He nudges my shoulder. “Want me to show you around?”

I nod wordlessly and he takes my hand, launching into a tour, pointing out each enchanted plant, some based on ones from the world I came from, others from worlds I’ve yet to see. Flowers that sing, seeds that birth fantastical creatures, and nectar that can make one change its form.

“This one’s my sister’s favorite,” he says, stopping at a strange plant I don’t recognize. It looks like a four-leaf clover, but the leaves are more diamond shaped. Compared to the other magnificent flora here, it’s fairly unassuming.

“How come?”

He shrugs. “Sienna’s not the most forthcoming with her reasoning. I’m pretty sure I’m not even supposed to know she loves this plant. It’s just that she cares for Mother’s garden the most, definitely has the greenest thumb of us all, and I caught her singing to it one day. She has a tattoo of it on her wrist.”

Everest is speaking with such ease, like he’s always regaled me with stories of his family. I settle into his tale of how Sienna’s voice is so magical she made the whole garden uproot itself and follow her around one day, much to Mother Time’s despair. I’m engrossed, but this feeling presses on me, this desire to wrap my arms around him, to picture his childhood and his life and be a part of his past, present, and future. It’s intrusive, to the point I impulsively reach out for the plant and graze its edges, gasping as it shocks me.

“She must like violent plants,” I comment, nursing my aching fingers.

Everest takes my hand and brings it to his mouth, kissing the point of injury. “That aligns with her personality.”

I’m still staring at his mouth, and the ghost of his kiss has spread all over my body. But that’s not what we’re here for. “Where are the clock vines?”

Everest points to the far-most corner.

There, small stubs poke their heads out from a dark rock. They elongate into vines, sprouting green leaves along their length until the entire rock is covered in a moss-like curtain.

The first flower blooms in the middle. A dark-purple bud appears along a thick cord then blossoms, five delicate petals that unfurl from its center before turning silver.

Everest walks through the garden straight to the clock vines and plucks the flower from its place. I wait with bated breath as he tips his head up and drops the nectar in its center down his throat. The magic is instantaneous. It looks like he has lights threaded up the sleeves of his thick sweater, because the fabric turns luminescent. He gasps, and it’s only because Calliope sets her tail between us that I don’t rush to his side. Whatever is happening in his body is demanding his all; he’s gasping for air as he drops to his knees, clawing at the magical garden around him.

“Everest!” I call, but he can’t hear me. Just like that, the light extinguishes, and he collapses. A bird of paradise blossom flits down and rests on his shoulder. Calliope pulls her tail away, and then I’m there next to him, helping him sit up, while flowers dance around us.

His eyes flicker open slowly, then widen like he’s taking me in for the first time. The garden fades, but the magic around us grows into something ineffable.

“I’m okay,” he says, taking my hand as the first snow falls. “She doesn’t want to go.”

As I squint through the flurries, Calliope tosses her head back in indignation.

“Does she not like the snow?” I ask slowly. “This isn’t even heavy. She’s a dragon.”

Calliope snorts.

“She says it’s not her she’s worried about,” Everest translates.

The tips of my hair are damp and cold, like needles of ice pricking my neck and cheeks. Everest, on the other hand, looks revitalized. There’s a glow to his skin, color rushing back to his cheeks and his exposed arms. His veins have faded back to blue-green, and I look away from where they disappear into the folds of his sweater.

“You don’t get cold,” I remind him.

He arches a brow at me. “She says you were shaking so much on your way up here that she thought you’d fall off. The way back will be even worse in the snowfall. You’re freezing already.”

I blink at the dragon and she huffs, refusing to acknowledge his comment but not exactly fighting him on it, either. Guess I won brownie points for playing caretaker tonight.

Everest reaches for one of the saddle bags and pulls out a blanket. His breaths emerge as billows of steam as he steps to the front of me, and I think it’s just static that jolts my body when his hands graze my shoulders, wrapping the blanket around me.

He tugs at my arm. “There’s a cave back there we can shelter in.” When I don’t budge, he adds, “You’re going to be too cold to keep yelling at me.”

“I’m done with the anger,” is what I want to say but can’t. He guides me through the thicket and towards a small opening in the unyielding mountainside. We sit down at the entrance just under the lip of the cave, where I’m no longer exposed to the snow but we still can see how the light of the full moon reflects against the falling snowflakes, twirling crystals settling on evergreen leaves, turning this place into the fairytale I dreamt of when I was told about the fair. It’s the first time I’m seeing the brilliant expanse of this land from this angle, studded with so many small miracles, but I can’t look away from the man next to me.

Everest gives me a half grin, then reaches out to brush the snow from my hair. Each touch of his finger feels like an attempt to shock my heart into rhythm. “Is this when you tell me you missed me?”

So much. I swallow the words, the ones that have been kindling inside for years but have swelled to a firestorm in the last two weeks. This dance between us has ebbed and flowed, but I didn’t know how much it would demand from me until the crescendo came to a crashing halt. The humor on his face fades when he sees my expression, the blatant truth that’s always been there.

But how do you find words to describe a centuries-long affair that has always had roots in me? I’m afraid to touch it, now that I know how deep they go.

“We never properly talked about the night of the first eclipse,” I say before I can change my mind. That night has always lived in the back of my mind, but recently, with his near-loss and the all the reflection I’ve done since, I’ve been playing it over in a loop.

Everest grows wholly still. “You made it clear you didn’t want to.”

This is true. He tried to find me after I ran away, multiple times. He came down to the bank to stop Calliope from charring me when I went to the river to seek refuge, letting his pet know that I had not destroyed his heart. But I avoided him for weeks, confused and unsure about what had happened and what it meant, and then I’d given it proper thought.

We were as different as the sun and the moon. He didn’t understand where I came from, and I couldn’t begin to understand him. His blasé disposition chafed at me, and my emotions exhausted him. We fought more than we communicated, and it took centuries of coexistence to get to a place where we really, truly liked each other.

Our kiss only came up in passing jests, like this recent eclipse, and now it haunts me every time he draws close.

“I kind of threw myself at you and didn’t want to hear what you had to say about it,” I confess. “I told myself that either you’d be nice out of pity, or you’d tell me it meant nothing, and, well, we were to be stuck in the same place for who knows how long, and I thought it was easier to not talk about it at all. And then we became really good friends, and it felt better to stay like that.”

I wait for him to make light of the moment, but he takes it all on the chin. “I wasn’t human enough for you.”

“And I was nowhere near a god,” I say, smiling sadly.

He takes my hand to his mouth and plants a soft kiss on the back of it. The sensation goes straight to my core. “What about now?”

What about now? I don’t know what I am – but it’s certainly not human. And Everest is still a god, but not the kind that he used to be. His words during the card game play in the back of my mind.

I should’ve known you’d feel like this.

Like home.

I’ve been searching for how to describe him, and that word feels most right. Home.

I take in the contours of his lovely face, feel the steady support of his hands around mine, forever keeping me warm, safe, whole. I don’t know what to say, but I’m overwhelmed by a wretched need to try. Bravely, I reach for his face, where a delicate eyelash has fallen to the bone of his cheek. My ice-cold thumb is burning hot when I sweep it from his skin, then place it on the back of his hand.

“Wish on a fallen eyelash,” I tell him.

He hesitates for a moment, then obliges. His eyes close, and I study the part of his mouth, letting out wisps of condensed air. He leans forward, then blows on his hand, sending the wish on its way. When he looks up, I can count the crystals on his hair, I can trace the endless lattice of his irises. One movement. It would take one of us leaning in just an inch to close the gap between us. I can’t tell him, but I could show him.

Everest’s eyes drop to my mouth, and desire softens his face. “When we got back from the court, when you were angry with me. You said I had everything I’ve ever wanted,” he says. His gaze darts to and from the corners of my face like I’m a constellation he’s tracing. “You were wrong about that. And if you had given me a chance to talk to you after that first eclipse, what I was going to tell you had nothing to do with pity. I’ve thought about that night every day since.”

The fire in my stomach surges, setting me alight. “Everest–”

He lifts a finger to my lips, and the lightning that sparks from that point of contact sets my every nerve on fire. “Please, let me finish. I lied when I told you that no one has ever been able to go back. Or well, I thought I was telling you the truth back then, but I had vastly underestimated your will.”

I can barely stand the sad smile that parts his lips. I want to wipe away his sorrow, but I don’t trust myself to be able to touch him and pull away. I think of our kiss as a historical anomaly, so long ago that the world has since seen countless star-crossed lovers burn with such ferocity that their names have left their marks on the sky. But I’ve thought of that first eclipse night every day too. I remember kissing him like it was yesterday. It’s not fair that one instance of recklessness possesses such a hold on me, but that’s what makes Everest so terrifying.

And he knows it.

“I know why you can’t,” he says, as the snow swirls around us. “I know this place will never be what you pictured for yourself, will never be enough.”

His words pull the rug out from under me.

“I’m where people stop by,” he had told Valentin the other day. He had meant to offer her comfort, but there was something else there that I’d been foolish enough to miss.

“That’s not what it is,” I say, searching for the right words to tell him what’s in my heart. “It’s never been about this place being enough; it’s always been more than enough. I just…”

And as I say it, I know that it’s true. It’s been true forever. I think of Beam’s raucous laughter, of Ender’s endearing soliloquies, of Keshav’s erudite warmth and Geneva’s wit. None of this has changed over these last few days, but something about Valentin’s appearance has made it all sharpen into focus. Geneva was right. Maybe my dreams have changed, and maybe I’ve been too afraid to seize them. A small smile tugs at my lips, but Everest looks uneasy.

“I have to tell you something,” he says quietly, then pulls away.

“What?” It’s a miracle my voice doesn’t come out brittle with betrayal. I don’t understand what just happened, but Everest shifts his body away, looking out into the flurries.

“I know Quill told you that you can’t take Valentin back and stay there,” he says, slipping his hands into his pockets.

Valentin. My return to my timeline. It had all slipped from my mind, but it re-emerges as a glaring reminder of why I can’t do exactly what I was thinking about doing two seconds ago. But it isn’t a factor anymore, not when I’ve searched high and low for a path home and been denied at every turn.

“That’s okay,” I say, although I’m not convinced. “I’ve made my peace with it.”

Everest bites down on his lip. “Despite your mom?”

I blink slowly.

“Val told me while you were out on time trips. She sounds really sick. You haven’t talked about that much,” he continues.

“I’m not sure what good it would do.” I shrug, but tears well, despite my best efforts. My next words are barely a gasp, ripped from my aching core. “It’s excruciating to think about my mother. It wrecks every bit of me to know that she’s by herself, without dad, without me. We’re all each other had, and they weren’t supposed to be the last ones left. I should have been there.”

I love you more than the whole world, Ryka. My lungs threaten to collapse.

“And you wouldn’t be with her if you had the chance?” he asks.

“Of course I would,” I say, growing angry. Why is he bringing up a situation that is causing me so much pain? “But it’s not an option. I’m going to see her when I drop Valentin off, but that’s the most I can do.”

Torture concealed as a merciful goodbye. A small part of me almost wishes I didn’t have the option at all. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to look at her and walk away.

Everest taps his knee. “What if I tell you there’s another way?”

My body snaps towards him. I couldn’t have heard him right.

He continues, “I’ve been thinking about this, and we’ve been looking at your problem through one lens. We’ve been trying to see if you could go back as you are, to your timeline. Or as close to it as possible. But what if instead of looking at the present or future, we go back?”

“To my past?” I ask him.

“Well, not you,” he clarifies. “But I could go back while you’re in your timeline, returning Valentin. I could go back far enough to alter the tapestry of threading, make sure Novalie doesn’t fall ill, so you don’t have to come here.”

A flurry falls slowly through the air, landing in my lap. “I would never come to the fair?” I ask, trying to make sense of what he’s saying. This level of tampering is unheard of, and it can’t possibly be allowed.

“I’ve done my research,” Everest says, giving me a broken smile. “I can pull it off. That is, if you want.”

If you want.

My life’s dreams and ambitions handed to me on a silver platter, but when I look under the cloche, the meal looks entirely different than what I’d anticipated.

“I wouldn’t remember this place,” I say quietly. I wouldn’t remember you.

“No,” Everest says. “But you would have everything you’ve been talking about. Your family, your friends, the bar down the street with karaoke nights, the house with the greenhouse library. You would have time with your parents, with Novalie. All yours.”

He’s not looking at me. I will him to look at me, but I don’t know what I want him to say. To tell me he doesn’t actually mean this, to convince me that I don’t actually want this. To show me that one of the reasons I’d consider staying wants me to stay too. But I don’t know what I want. The possibilities that I’d thought were closed off are open in front of me, and it’s not fair to ask him to make the decision for me.

Everest gets to his feet, then stretches out a hand towards me.

“The snow’s slowed down enough,” he says lightly. “You don’t need to decide now. Let’s head back.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


If the ghosts or Val can tell how quiet our flight back was, they don’t show it. They’re bustling around Everest the second we land, and I take the first opportunity to slip away in the chaos.

I’m reorganizing my trunk in my tent when I hear a soft cough at the door.

“I wanted to see if you were alright,” Ender says, adjusting his glasses. “You left so quickly.”

I wave him inside. Everest wouldn’t have told anyone about his offer, and I’m not sure how much I’m ready to share when I’ve barely begun processing it myself. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t going to be fun conversation.”

He shrugs. “We like you even when you aren’t, you know? Besides, it’s not like the energy here has been as fun lately. We mostly pelted Everest with questions about the garden and the clock vines. He told us it was horribly painful and that he was sure he wouldn’t make it down. Cyrus was summoned away on some godly business. Then we talked to Valentin more about how she’s feeling before the big trip home.”

There’s a question there that sweet, loving Ender would never ask outright, but I’ve known him long enough to see it written in bold print. Everest may not have to tell him anything about our conversation, but Ender’s perceptive enough to know what’s on my mind.

I try to feign ignorance. “Anything for pity with that man. As I’m sure you all expect, he’s exaggerating greatly. It looked uncomfortable, but he barely groaned. How’s Valentin feeling?”

“Excited. Eager to see her family again. She was describing her kid to Beam, said they’d be best friends. I was just listening.”

I pause halfway through restacking my sweaters. Ender and I have talked at length about this, how the both of us feel invisible in busier settings, our natures drawing us back when most people come forward. We’ve all known each other so long that it’s usually not as much of an issue, but he gets quiet with people he doesn’t know as well.

“Ender, you know Beam is your best friend, right?”

“Sure,” he grumbles, not meeting my eye. He gets like this sometimes, caged inside an overactive mind that’s constantly telling him things that aren’t true. It hurts to watch, especially when I recall how I was at fourteen, caught between wanting more and less from myself, second-guessing the person I was in the hopes of who I wanted to be. Ender’s caught in the currents of teenhood, and even when he has better days, I witness how hard he has to work to hold the pieces of himself together.

When I first arrived at the fair, it was Ender who broke through the walls of my apprehension. He was a kindred spirit, a soulful boy with home in his eyes, filled with more nostalgia than any child should be able to hold within themselves. That’s how we grew closer, exchanging tales of our past lives. It’s why he’s the only one who knows about my work with Quill.

“You know, in between returning all of the artifacts and preparing to take Valentin back, I’ve been wondering if it could work with us as well,” I say casually, trying and failing to read his expression. “I know we don’t have an object from your timeline, but we could still try. I know we can’t bring you back to life, but maybe it would be nice to pay a visit?”

Ender slowly spins in place, staring at the ground. “I don’t know if I want to.”

It’s not what I was expecting. Some anxiety about the proposal, yes, knowing Ender and his inclination towards forecasting paths forward and overthinking every single detail, but not such a staunch refusal.

“But you miss it so much,” I say, frowning. “We could see your family, your friends. Of course, if that’s too difficult, I understand. I thought that’s why you’ve been distant, because you’re considering the possibilities our current situation could offer.”

He’s been so down recently, and I’ve pinned it on Valentin’s arrival, on all the talk of family and home. On the imminent sense of my own trip away, the unspoken sentiment that’s so clearly on everyone’s minds. It’s because it’s what I’ve been thinking, but it’s clear from his body language, hunched shoulders, and a hint of confusion that I’ve missed a step here.

“I’m not the one who’s been distant,” Ender says incredulously. “You’re the one who’s been avoiding us ever since we found out where Val came from. And it feels like we’re losing you; you talk to us less and less every day. That’s why I’ve been sad. That’s why Beam’s been sad, but we don’t want to add to your sadness with ours.”

I don’t know what to say. Ender continues, “Missing home is different from wanting to go back. They’ve moved on without me. And I’ve moved on without them. But I know it’s different for you.”

“I’ve never hidden what I wanted from any of you,” I tell Ender, trying not to get defensive. “Especially not from you.”

“I know that,” Ender says. “And I’ve supported you through everything with Quill, kept your secrets on every trip. I’ll support you if you go back, because I get it. Maybe in the past, I would do the same. If I were alive…who knows? But I don’t have that option. I don’t want to go back just to be invisible.”

“But…” I prompt him.

“But if we only have limited time left together, I want you to be here,” he says quietly. “I know this is what you do, shut everyone out when you’re upset, but the clock’s winding down, Ryka.”

“What do you mean?” I ask. “I haven’t shut any of you out in centuries.”

“You also haven’t let us all the way in,” Ender says, in that soft wise way of his that cuts me to the core. “And that’s okay. And I know you have your own family that you’re waiting to go back to, but–”

“You’re family too, Ender,” I say hoarsely. I’m struggling to find the words to encapsulate what I’m feeling – a confusing mix of guilt and anguish. Have I really been so far removed from them all? If so, it’s only because the fork ahead feels more terrifying than ever, the kind of dream that you’ve waited so long for, the weight of expectations on it feels incalculably heavy.

“I know that,” he says. The candles that hover behind him flicker, illuminating his frame like a faded movie reel. “I wish you did too.”

As he floats away, I wonder when he started growing up faster than me.

I can’t sleep that night. I toss and turn, torn between my conversation with Ender, Everest’s offer, and the reckoning of what tomorrow brings now that he’s up on his feet again. The next day we finish returning all the artifacts, and the only thing left is Valentin.

In the evening, everyone gathers at the archives, and I shun the pathetic, cowardly human in me who wants to remain in bed and join them there to discuss our fate. It’s a small group: Beam, Ender, Everest, Valentin, Keshav, and Geneva. Cyrus must not have returned from his obligations. They’re mid-conversation when I enter, and all I catch is Valentin animatedly talking about her sun-soaked apartment in San Francisco. The mood immediately dwindles into something far more somber when they see me.

Well, no point in delaying the inevitable.

“I’m going to go with Valentin, but I think it’s best everyone else stays behind,” I say, bracing for protests. I’m met with worse.

Silence.

“Will you be coming back?” Geneva asks after several seconds of wrestling with the quiet. For once, I’m thankful for her directness. There’s only so long I can hide in my tent, shuffling through the thoughts in my head. They deserve better from me.

“I don’t think so,” I tell them honestly. “I want to see my mom, if possible…”

I’ve never had to make a trip like this, one with a purpose to explore, to see people and places either in greeting or farewell. I don’t know if it’s possible with the string I normally borrow from Everest, or what it’ll look like if I let go.

Everest meets my eyes. I owe him a separate conversation about his offer.

“I can make sure you have enough time,” he says. I nod appreciatively, then pull away, unable to look at him any longer. It feels like my intestines are twisted into tight knots.

“Will it be safe for you to go on your own?” Ender asks. “Maybe one of us should come along, just to make sure you still have access to the timeline.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I reply. “Returning Valentin will be the last piece of the puzzle, and I don’t know what its repercussions may be. There could be a seismic shift in the carousel; it may be safer for you all to stay here. It could be even more disruptive if I choose to stay behind as well.”

More silence. None of them are looking at me. “My mom is sick. My dad died a few years ago in Val’s timeline. She’s by herself. If it weren’t for that…I don’t know what I’d do. But I can’t turn away from her. Not after everything she’s done for me.”

“We understand,” Keshav murmurs. Geneva looks like she’s physically biting her tongue.

“I don’t,” Beam says. “You decided this now? One day before? So we barely have time to say goodbye?”

Silence is a concrete presence in the archives. Everyone shifts uncomfortably, including Quill, who’s stopped flipping her pages in pretense of conducting additional research. Cillian emerges from a shelf and levies an accusatory meow at me.

My chest is cavernous, echoing with questions I can’t answer.

Ender steals a non-surreptitious glance at me. “Don’t do that B. Can’t you see this is hard for her, too?”

“You can say goodbye here,” Valentin offers.

Beam whirls towards her. “I don’t want to say goodbye.”

There isn’t enough oxygen in this place. I want to run outside, swaddle myself in the kind of chilling clarity that only winter at the fair can bring. I’ve had nearly five hundred years in this place, with these people; so why does it feel like it wasn’t enough?

“Beam, it’s not like that,” I start to say, but every word sounds like a lie. What comfort can I offer her when I haven’t told them about the true extents of the path I’m entertaining? That once I’m gone with Valentin, Everest will turn back time? Realistically, they won’t even mourn me for longer than a few moments.

I won’t mourn them once it’s all said and done. I won’t remember to.

It should be a shallow comfort, but a part of my soul chips away at the thought and I’m certain that this will feel like an eternal splinter under my skin, except I won’t know where it came from or how long it’s been there.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Beam says, her little body shaking.

I get to my feet. “Beam–”

But she darts out of the archives before I can step any closer.

“You should stay here,” Everest says sadly. “I’ll go check on her.”

“Me too,” Ender says.

“It sounds like we’re quite done here,” Geneva says, her voice wobbling. She floats away from me without another glance back. Keshav rushes after her, and then it’s just me and Valentin left in the empty archives. I don’t realize that I’m shivering until she puts a gentle hand to my shoulder.

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about it?” she asks.

Yes. No. I don’t know.

“I need to sleep on it.”

Valentin bites at her lip. “You know, when I was younger, I wanted to be a teacher. I still think about that often, how things would have turned out had I gone down that path. During never-ending nights at the hospital in particular, and when I’m away from my family on holidays. We’re only given so much time – too little, in my opinion – to make decisions that change the course of who we are. And I think the hardest part about growing up is seeing all the ways in which your potential dwindles, and you have no one to blame but yourself.”

“Do you regret it?” I ask her. “Not becoming a teacher?”

“I think I came to understand that these lows would have come with any occupation,” she says. “Would I then have wondered why I didn’t become a doctor? Would I ache with a different kind of longing? It’s an impossible question, that of regret. We either do or we don’t.”

“I don’t know how to not ache,” I confess.

Valentin nods. “I had this conversation with mom a few years back. I was twenty-six, I think, so hitting that age when everyone’s transitioning to this new phase in their lives. I never had a friendship like you and mom have. I’ve cycled through people all my life, and it was difficult for me to contend with, especially when I saw former friends getting married, settling down. I wondered if the distance was my fault, then beat myself up when I realized it was.”

“What did Nova say?”

“She said that it’s hard separating nostalgia from desire,” Valentin says. Then, assuming a lilting, high voice that I’d recognize anywhere, she adds, “Everything is romantic under the sun of a day that has passed, especially if you don’t remember the long night that followed. It’s easy to forget that your present moments are the stars shining overhead, brilliant promises of the days to come.”

I crack a smile. “She never lost her poetic little lines, did she?”

Valentin laughs. “Nope; she’s the same as ever, I’d imagine.”

“It must have been liberating to lose your memories for a while.”

“At first,” she says. “But when regret is absent, so is everything else.” Her face lights up. “I can’t wait to see them, to hold them. I wouldn’t trade anything for the joys I’ve been given, and they are my own to tend to.”

I stare down at my feet.

With that, she taps me gently on my back, and heads out of the archives. Alone and unsettled, I walk over to Quill. Cillian’s up on the table, snoozing next to the tome.

“Do you have any sage words of wisdom for me?” I ask, placing a palm on the open page.

Would you listen if I did?

She sounds…angry.

“What’s with the attitude?” I ask.

What attitude? I’m simply posing a question. You seem content to go about your life making decisions for yourself.

“How am I supposed to turn away from this?” I don’t know why it’s easier to talk to her than any of the others. Maybe because she doesn’t have a face.

I’m not human; don’t ask me that. You’re all insolent and idiotic. Well, Everest isn’t human, but he may as well be. Some god, going off, playing with time and spreading rot to his bones, I–

“Wait what?” I say sharply.

Quill goes quiet. I should not have said anything.

But my mind is already racing. Everest had not budged when I asked him what triggered his illness, and I’ve been so occupied with everything else that I haven’t pushed.

“What do you mean playing with time? He’s a god,” I insist. “Quill, I leave tomorrow and I will not hesitate to dog-ear you.”

You wouldn’t dare, Quill hisses. And fine! I told him to tell you, and since he did not listen, I will be more than happy to show you the error of your ways. You think I do not know about your little plan tomorrow? Did you not consider why we do not change much of the past in Tamperings? Why this has never been done before? Everest has been breaking the most sacred rules in trying to help you reach your childish dreams.

I can’t breathe. “He wouldn’t do that.”

Quill laughs. Nearly five centuries and you still don’t see it.

I race out the archives and into the haunting night.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Everest is lying on his bed, catching something he’s flung into the air, when I storm inside.

“Ryka?” he says, sitting up. His sleeves are rolled up, and I note that his skin is smooth and unmarred, all traces of the rot gone. “I left Beam with Ender; they’re at the main tent if you’re looking for them.”

Breath whistles from my chest, each one hard fought and not enough. “Is it true?”

The muscles in his arms ripple as he leans forward, eyebrows scrunched. “Is what true?”

I clench my fists by my side. “The research you said you were doing, to change the past. My past. That’s what triggered your coma?”

His eyes widen with surprise, then settle into something unreadable. “Quill told you.”

The lack of denial is jarring. Anger, confusion, pain seep into every pore of my body. “She shouldn’t have had to.” I take a step forward. “How could you? I can’t let you do this tomorrow. Not at this cost.”

The world is tilting beneath my feet. His withholding of information is a stab to my heart. At the cost of giving me a choice, it feels like he’s taking it away. I’m trembling with it, the magnitude of the revelation.

Everest shakes his head. “This isn’t how I wanted you to find out about this.”

“When were you going to tell me?” I ask. “Tomorrow, before I leave? Or when I never see you again?”

Anguish cuts jagged edges in my throat, and I’m suffocating in here.

Everest looks distraught. “No, you don’t understand. Nothing will happen to me tomorrow – at least, not physically. That’s what I’ve been working on.”

We both stay rooted to where we are. Him on the bed, his ankles locked as if to keep him there. Me, a few feet from him, weighed down by the moment. Time is neutral, but it is not equal. This day, this night, tomorrow; they are bigger than anything I’ve ever faced before, and it’s crushing me.

“Cyrus will help,” Everest says. “We’ve made sure of it. I would never ask you to choose like that, not without telling you first. I messed up with my tests; that’s why the rot spread through me, but it was a miscalculation. It won’t happen again.”

Pressure releases from my chest in minuscule amounts, sharp pain penetrating my ribs. Everest is many things, but he is not a liar. Even now, unfettered honesty lies plain in his expression.

“Is that what you were talking about that day?” I recall the conversation I’d heard outside his tent. “Is that what he wanted you to tell me?”

He scratches the back of his head. “Yes, that was the day we figured out the key. But I wanted to tell you alone, at the right moment. There was so much happening with the artifacts, and you weren’t slowing down at any point–”

“So it’s my fault that you didn’t tell me sooner?”

“No!” He looks like he’s going to get to his feet but decides not to, pinching his nose instead. “It’s my fault. I should have told you sooner, and I was going to up in the mountains, but it was hard enough telling you what the plan was. Telling you that I could let you go.”

There’s a tightness to him that I’ve never heard before. He says, “I didn’t think it would matter, not when we’d figured out how to avoid the rot.”

I stare at him. “How could you think it wouldn’t matter?”

Not after the last five hundred years, not after the last two weeks, not after last night. I’ve been angry with, frustrated at, and in the early years, sometimes hated, Everest. But it’s been a long time since he hasn’t mattered. So long that I can’t imagine a world where he doesn’t stay with me, even if we’re not together.

“It’s easier sometimes,” he says softly. “To pretend that it won’t matter.”

It’s all we’ve been doing, playing pretend. I bite down on my tongue but still can’t withhold the spite. “Just one more day, and you won’t have to anymore.”

I don’t mean for it to come out so bitter. This tent has inched in towards me, and its drapes threaten to smother me whole.

His hand catches my wrist as I step away. “Don’t go.”

It’s like a chain heated in a forge has clamped around my arm, but I can’t pull away. I don’t think I should stay, but the words snag in the back of my throat. I’ve felt like a boulder balanced precariously at the edge of a lethally steep cliff while he’s been here, a shadow of his former self, and the sight of his familiar crooked smile, illuminated by the low candlelight, is enough to send me over the edge. He pulls me closer until my knees graze his, and he’s looking up at me like I’m a half-lit moon he’s aching to see in full. I trace my thumb across the line of his jaw, the same way I did all those years ago, and the desperation in his heavy-lidded eyes transforms into heady want.

The hand around my wrist tightens. “Ryka,” he groans.

The tether snaps. I bend down, the palm of my hand cupping his cheek, and we’re so close, the decades of desire and fear a palpable electricity I can feel on my lips. There have always been so many reasons not to do this; but right now, knowing that it may as well be one of the last times I’m alone with him, I can’t remember a single one.

I kiss him.

At first, it’s slow, uncertain despite years of remembering the last – like a book we stopped reading after the first chapter. Everest’s hand slides up my thigh to my waist. The heat of his touch through my dress is so blinding, I groan against his mouth.

Everest stiffens at the sound. I pull back an inch, terrified to see if he wears the same regret I did after our first kiss. Instead, he looks as wild as I feel, like the world might fall apart if we stop now.

In one swift motion, he pulls me over his lap and under him, so I land with my back against his cool sheets. This time when he kisses me, it’s deeper, probing, and I’m arching against him, running my nails up his back. He hums with pleasure; it rings through his chest and into me, like a tuning fork at full resonance, and I can’t get enough of it. I’m at the mercy of every ounce of greed that I’ve stifled over centuries, every moment that I’ve wondered what it would be like to be with him drawing vengeance against the times I decided I shouldn’t.

I bend under his touch as he strips off my dress, caresses my waist, the hard peak of my breasts. I’m on the verge of coming apart when his fingers stroke me between my legs, against the slickness that invites him inside.

“I want you,” I whisper, tugging at his waist. It’s a truth that I don’t know how to explain – it goes beyond physical desire or attraction. It’s a soul-wrenching want, the need to be so close to him that for just a little while, he could be my entire world. That I could be his.

He draws back, and I seize the opportunity to unbutton the front of his shirt, revealing a panel of skin beneath. My hands roam across his chest, every bit of contact a point of discovery. It’s unusual to learn something new about a person you know as well as yourself, after you’ve uncovered every other part of them. I savor this – not the bareness of his body as he peels off his pants, but the minute changes in his expression, the gentle intimacy that softens his eyes until I could melt into them. I fall back on the bed, pulling him with me, but he resists, resting on one elbow while the other cups my neck. This Everest, cheeks and lips flushed, hair mussed, looking down at me like I’m the most precious thing he’s seen, is disarming.

“Are you sure?” he asks., echoing my uncertainty.

But I’m beyond asking myself that, on the verge of falling apart if we don’t. But this decision is so big, and behind his want is a flicker of fear that I recognize all too well. I touch his cheek. “Are you?”

Because we both know what tomorrow brings, and I can’t be the only one who decides. He holds my stare, then tilts to kiss the hand on his face, following the line of my arm down until his teeth graze my ear. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

Another kiss, gentle on my lips. His fingers trail down my body, and his mouth tracks his touch, between my breasts, down my stomach. His hands part my thighs and I fist the sheets as he kisses me between my legs, his tongue probing against the wetness that slicks my folds. My back bows off the bed, but his forearm presses down on my abdomen, holding me still as he drags his tongue down my core, then gently sucks on my clit. I gasp, writhing against the sheets, and he’s humming as he continues to lick me, kiss me, his spare hand joining his mouth. A finger slides into me and I’m screaming his name, the air shimmering silver, and I’m not sure if it’s magic or the utter madness ravaging my mind as I come apart under his touch, melting against his mouth. My body shudders, cool air rushing to occupy where his head was, because he’s kissing me again and I can taste myself on his lips.

It drives me insane. I wrap my hand around the length of him and he groans, hardening in my palm. His arms shake as he positions himself above me. Our eyes meet, and now I’m certain that was magic before, a silver thread binding our souls. It sparks and dances between us, filling the air with a warm electricity.

“So beautiful,” he says, and I know he’s not talking about the light as he pushes inside me. The sensation is like being drenched by a storm that I’ve seen coming from a distance. I’m alight, burning like a dying star, searching for every last breath. I’m more naked than if there was no tent sheltering us from the rest of the world, more afraid than losing a grip on the timeline. Everything about Everest drives me mad – losing him and having him are two edges of the same unbearable sword, but tonight I fall on it willingly.

His hand cups my breast, and the brush of his thumb on its underside bows my body. My hips thrust towards him and he moans, so I do it again, cherishing the way it catches him off guard, drawing a shortened breath.

“This is–” I start to say, realizing we’re going too fast, that if we devour each other whole, this won’t last nearly as long as I need it to.

“I know,” Everest says, kissing me like he can wipe away my fears, drawing me back to the present with him.

Time shifts around us. The hanging magic in the air erupts, turning the parts of my body that he touches a brilliant silver, filling the space between us with an ethereal glow. It spreads across the tent, and I pull back, watching as the candles that floated around us halt on their course, their flames still, as if held by some unseen force. The wind holds its breath, casting the tent in silence, and I realize what he’s done, frozen this moment, removing us from everything bearing down upon tomorrow.

“You and me,” he says, still looking at me. He plants a kiss under my ear, and the silver of his magic radiates from that point of contact, all across my body. “For now, it’s just us.”

He says it like a vow, and the gravity of time obeys, winding around us in a million silver threads. But it’s not the magic that’s forced my heart to my throat, or us being immortalized in this moment that feels so rare. It’s always been him, and it’s always been us. Silver sparks off the tip of my finger as I trace a line up his arm and towards his face. He leans into my hand, eyes briefly closing against the touch of my palm.

“Just us,” I whisper, pulling him back to me.

I can’t get enough of him. I want to bottle the way he says my name, capture the devotion as he grips my hair, raining sweet kisses down my neck as he moves inside me. He’s never touched me like this before, but he’s studied me like a map for so long that he could now trace blindfolded. There are a million sensations coursing through me, and he’s orchestrating each one like a thunderous symphony that comes together just right. It’s obliterating, devastating, the warmth of his legs between my thighs, the caress of his tongue along my lips. I lift my hips to meet him, and desire feels too frail a word to describe the fire that sweeps over me. I cry out loud as the fingers he’s slid between us quicken, as the tension in my core rises to its crescendo.

I come apart in his arms, saying his name over and over again. He follows me over the edge and there’s a bone-splitting pain that radiates through me when the world begins to piece itself back together, when I realize that I’ll never feel anything like this again.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


When I wake up, Everest is gone.

I’m not surprised. When consciousness first nudges me, I lie utterly still, letting the memories of last night undulate through my body. There’s an amber glow behind my eyelids, so I know dawn has broken, and the sanctity of secrets fostered during long nights has been stolen by the sun. My skin is still warm from where he held me all night, and I can feel the ghosts of his kisses all over my body, promises that I want branded to my skin. But the heat in the sheets is only an impression, left behind by his solid weight which is no longer there. When I turn onto my back, I’m greeted by nothing but a blanket that has carefully been placed to cushion my back. I’m struck by a stark image of him arranging the bed for my comfort before slipping away.

He knew that I wouldn’t be ready to wake up next to him. This morning feels like a broken fever; I’m studded with sweat and coated with the realization that I’ve woken from an untethered dream. I sit up, savoring the sweet ache in my legs, the stiffness in my back from curling up next to him. As I fold my knees, my skin grazes a parchment that’s folded into the sheets.

I’m sorry to leave so early. Meeting with Cyrus to finalize details for today. I’ll see you soon.

– Everest

That’s it. No mention of what happened or how he’s feeling, but I can see his turmoil in the slant of his handwriting, the curves of his letters jagged as if written by an unsteady hand. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry – I don’t know what I would have preferred. I swing my legs off his bed when something else catches my eye.

A sprig of lavender, left on the nightstand, right next to a glass of water.

There’s a knot in my throat as I roll the sprig between my fingers, letting its scent slick over my skin. One last gift of lavender, to mark the last of many things today.

But you will see mom and Novalie, I remind myself. You will go home.

I knew this would be bittersweet, but right now I can’t see past the acidity.

Already, Everest has crept under my skin in the precise ways that I knew he would when I first met him all those years ago. He was a forbidden fruit, capable of making me lose my mind, and I knew that once I took a bite, I would have trouble walking away.

It’s a good thing he’s gone, I assure myself. Then I start getting ready.

When I arrive at the carousel, they’re already waiting for me.

“Are we all set?” I ask Valentin, who’s dressed in the same clothes she came in. It’s a little cold for her dress, but she didn’t want to risk taking anything back from here. Quill’s words ring in my head.

Did you not consider why we do not change much of the past in Tamperings?

I shake it off, try my hardest to put on a brave smile.

“Got everything I need,” Valentin says, patting the bag with her few belongings. I’m traveling light too, not wanting to push my luck beyond, well, staying behind.

“It’s really happening,” Ender says, first to draw close to me. “Is it wrong that I don’t want you to go?”

My ribs cave in. I stretch my arms out towards him, and he steps into the embrace. For once, the cool touch of his apparition is the sweetest thing I’ve felt. Through my blurred vision, I see Geneva, Keshav, and Beam step in, joining our cluster, and it’s ineffable, really, how much affection lies between us even though we only touch once a year. Something cold rubs against my feet; Cillian. I scratch his head, wiping away my own tears as I stand.

“Are you crying?” I ask Geneva.

She rubs furiously at her cheeks. “Yes. Tears of relief that you’re finally going.”

“You’ll have full run of this place,” I promise her. “Just how you like it.”

“She’ll miss her partner in crime,” Keshav says, ignoring Geneva’s angry nudge to his stomach. “We all will. But we’re happy for you, Ryka, we really are. It’s been an honor to watch you grow.”

“Save a dance for me at every eclipse,” I tell him.

He tips his head. “Always.”

I’ve never wished for another eclipse more than just now, when Beam throws herself at me. I’d do anything to be able to hold her and wipe away her tears.

“Why do people have to leave?” she wails.

“Hey, listen to me,” I tell her. “I love you, okay? Please, don’t cry.”

“Who do I go to when I’m scared?” she asks. “Who’s going to build me a fort?”

“Anyone here would do anything for you, Beam,” I tell her as gently as I can, all while holding myself together. “They’d build you a castle if you asked.”

“But I want you,” Beam says, and it’s astonishing how easily that comes from her lips, how earnest and honest and vulnerable. We spend so long caging our emotions, afraid to be wounded, when they’re our most potent weapons.

“Beam, come along,” Geneva says, placing a hand on her shoulder. She can see that I’m rapidly crumbling inside, on the verge of telling Beam that it’ll be okay, because she won’t remember me long enough to mourn me.

I fixate on her wobbling lip, in part because I hate that this is how I’ll remember her last, in part because it means that Everest is next.

Warm, brown eyes find me. He’s golden, backlit by dawn, but somehow it feels like it would be easier to stare into the sun than to look at him. The space between us is starved of air, and I’m starved of any thought. All these years spent orbiting each other, but it’s now, when reading the questions on his face, that I realize how central he is to my universe.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there this morning,” he says. It’s nearly imperceptible, but the ghosts back away, giving us our privacy. He looks at my hand, where I’m clutching the lavender he left by the bedside.

“Goodbyes are hard,” I say.

Everest gives me a tight smile. “The hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”

Such a grave mistake to allow myself one drop of him only to walk away. A part of me always knew that Everest could undo me with a single glance, and it’s been that part that’s worked hard to keep the rest of me willfully ignorant to the power he holds. One night with him and I’m desperate for more. It’s debilitating, this ravenous need to see another future, one where I’ve surrendered to him over and over again.

What breaks my heart is how easy it is to envision.

All I want is to memorize the way his eyes shrink when he laughs at me, how his mouth parts when he says my name, how his freckles look like they’re dancing across his skin when he spins me under the aurora.

Ask me to stay.

The thought is intrusive, unbidden, formed at the tip of my tongue. It can’t end like this. I let out a strangled sound. “I’m going to miss you.”

It feels entirely insufficient, hollow of everything that I mean. I’m going to miss him in the way I’d grieve the loss of a sense. It’s not just the years of friendship and adventure, not just what he’s done for me. It’s his contagious joy, his relentless curiosity, the way he makes the world more beautiful just by existing in it. Every color will dull a shade in his absence, every melody will sound less sweet. How do you tell someone something like that?

“I know.” Despite the way his gaze softens, I don’t know if he does. Because if he did, he wouldn’t let me go. “Time is meaningless when you have as much of it as I do,” he says, brushing a thumb against my cheek, sweeping away a tear. “But I’ve had a wonderful four hundred and eighty-seven years with you.”

The words he says to me on every anniversary echo with heart-wrenching finality. I’ve never pictured this part. Going home, yes, seeing my mother, falling into her arms, hugging Novalie, strolling through the farmer’s market, even the lonely nights spent missing the fair and the people that inhabit it. But I’ve never envisioned this, and I’m grossly underprepared.

“Is that all?” I ask.

His hand stills on my skin, flame held to paper. Under the brightening sun, his eyes darken, and I wonder if the years we’ve spent together are playing in his mind as well. I wonder if I’ll be easy to forget. “Is there more that you want to hear?

Yes. No. I don’t know. I want whatever soothes this ache in my heart, whatever will stop this from feeling like my soul is being shredded into irreconcilable pieces. Everest takes another step towards me, reaches for my hand.

“Because I can give you more,” he says, his voice ragged as the edge of a saw blade. “If you tell me you want to hear it.”

Tell me, I want to scream, but I remain tongue-tied, watching him search my face for something I don’t know how to give. Selfish, that’s what I am, to demand something I’m not brave enough to share. And that’s when I know that he won’t do it, because despite everything I once believed about him, Everest is not a selfish man.

And this is already an impossible farewell.

I can’t bear to look at the devastation in his face. This is it, my last chance, and there are a thousand voices telling me what to do, but it’s only his that I hear. The look on his face when he drops my hand ruins me. My silence is answer enough.

“Goodbye, Ryka,” he says.

I can’t say it back. I take Valentin’s hand and step into the carousel.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


For the first time, we’re not spit out into a broom closet or abandoned room or any other manner of isolated space. Valentin and I step out hand-in-hand into what has to be her bedroom. I’ve only known her for a few months, but I can see this place has her all over it. Clean white walls, cream linens, plants in every spare corner, a bookshelf overflowing with novels boasting foiled covers and sprayed edges. Despite the window to her room being closed, we’re greeted with the noise of flowing traffic and other sounds of a city waking up.

Immediately, she rushes to her bedside table, where a phone lies plugged into a charger. “It’s March 14th,” she says, looking up. “I don’t remember when I disappeared, but is it possible that…”

“That no one’s realized?” I ask. “Sure, the fair is in another dimension. It’s possible that no time has passed here at all.”

Relief floods her face, before being replaced by set determination. “I’m going to call out sick today.”

I sit down on the edge of her bed. The smell of the flowers growing right outside her sill is intoxicating. The sight of the Ferry Building in the foreground of the Bay Bridge a revelation, and I’m consumed by it, the realization that I’m here; I’m back where it all started, not in the same time, but at least the same place. It took one step, like I was always just next door, and simply had to knock to be invited inside.

“You don’t need to do that,” I tell her, my own voice sounding distant.

She gives me a funny look, all while typing away furiously on her screen. “Are you insane?” She swipes on something and holds her phone to her ear. “We’ve got some calls to make.”

The timeline around my hand has left a deep red line, like a knife cut through my palm.

The blue is quickly fading to silver, and I know I should let it go. But it stays wound there as Valentin fusses over me, muttering something about shock as she brews me a cup of tea and sets me outside on her quaint balcony, overlooking the pier. The city is vibrant, alive; there are so many stories playing out down there. A man walks down the street holding a bouquet of flowers. An hour later, a child is in the same place, studying something on the pavement that flashes seductively, before their mother pulls them up by the arm and scurries away. There are families, and businesspeople, and dogwalkers, and cars. On several occasions, I look over my shoulder expecting to see Beam there, but it’s empty space.

“They’ll be here in a few minutes,” Valentin says, appearing behind me.

“They?” I ask, for an instant, expecting the ghosts to drift through the walls.

She smiles. “Who do you think?”

I knew they were coming, but nothing could have prepared me for when Novalie walks through the door with my mother on her arm.

“Ryka,” Ma says, gasping as I rush into her arms.

We’re tears and exclamations, Novalie, my mom, and me. And it’s as though I haven’t lived hundreds of years longer than them, that we’re still two kids hugging my mom after watching a terrifying movie on a weeknight. But my mom is so frail, thin skin stretched across bone. And Nova…she’s got greys in her hair and wrinkles exactly where I’d expect, permanent markers of her contagious laughter. They’re touching my face, my arms, and I’m reaching out to them in turn, desperate to hold them, unable to believe that what I’ve dreamed of is in front of me. It’s so hard to cling to the present as it passes by, but I’ve never been more here.

“Val gave me a quick summary on the phone,” Novalie says. “I couldn’t even believe it – I still don’t understand. She said it’s your story to tell but that I had to bring aunty.”

“That was quick,” I laugh.

“We would both drop everything to see you, Ryka,” Novalie says. “It wasn’t quick enough.”

My smile falters. Valentin steps in, placing a hand on my back. “Let’s sit down; we’ve got a lot to catch up on.”

One would easily be able to tell that we grew up in a household of fairy tales because neither Ma nor Nova bat an eye as Val and I tell them about what’s passed. Maybe it’s something about having a daughter and a best friend vanish from a hospital in the middle of the night that opens your mind up to the impossible. They listen intently, leaning forward, awed at the descriptions of the carousel, the eclipse, the ghosts. I let Val talk about Everest and Calliope, falling silent as Nova peppers her daughter with questions about the time gods.

The initial presence I felt upon their arrival fades through this conversation. The string wrapped around my hand pulses, and I become unmoored, restless, caged in by the concrete walls and aching for the clear night sky. And the pain…the pain in my body throbs with each passing mention of the fair. When Nova plays with the tassel of her tie-dye dress, I expect Geneva to ask the fair for a replica. As Val brings us a new beverage, I wait for Keshav to request his tea, annoyed that he can’t brew it to his taste. And whenever someone laughs, I feel cold, because when I search the room, I don’t see Everest and his sunshine smile. Ma watches me carefully, as though she can sense the deep sadness eating me up inside, and I desperately try to relieve myself of this desolate spirit that’s got me by the throat.

“You really did end up there,” Novalie says, squeezing my hand. “I always knew you did.”

“That’s true,” Ma says, smiling at her fondly. “Even when I filed that missing person’s report, and she helped look for you. She told me you were okay, that it was the only reason she was alive. It took a while to get there, but I had to believe her in the end. It’s the only way I could imagine going on.”

“I’m so sorry, Ma,” I say. “I’m sorry for all the pain it’s caused. I wish I’d left behind a message or something. You didn’t deserve not knowing. And Baba…”

“It’s okay,” Ma says, rubbing my hand.

“It’s not,” I say. “I left you all alone.”

Ma looks surprised. “I haven’t been alone, Ryka. Not at all. Yes, it’s hard without your father, but I’ve adjusted. Nova here comes by every week, and the neighbors and I still have tambola nights.”

“Val takes her to all her medical appointments at UCSF,” Nova adds. “We would never let her be alone.”

Relief washes through me, but it’s still tinged with something bitter. “But I should have been the one here taking care of you.”

“Your father and I did not have you to be our caretaker, Ryka,” Ma says, smiling sadly. “We raised you to be a strong woman who lives her life on her own terms. Even if that took you away from us. We lived our lives in the way that suited us best, and we’ve built our support system along the way.”

She tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear, the way she used to when I was young. Ma is fighting back tears despite her wobbly smile. “You are exactly who we hoped you would be. And it puts much of me at ease now, hearing about your life. What I think doesn’t matter, though; did you enjoy your time there? Did they take care of you?”

“They did,” I tell her through a small laugh, overwhelmed by a surge of adoration for the people who made sure I was more than okay when I was at my lowest. The family that loved me when I least deserved it, through every poor decision. “And I did have fun, some of the best times of my life. I’ve collected so much research on time and dimensions – I even applied our surgical techniques on the carousel.”

Nova guffaws. “Did you try training the ghosts, as well?”

“You can’t train them to do anything,” I assure her. “But I missed this place. I kept wondering what it would be like to be here…” I trail off, trying to find the words for how I’m feeling. It’s surreal, sitting here in front of them, like they are phantoms instead of people. The same otherworldly haze persists around me. Nothing feels tangible or solid, and a part of my mind keeps untethering from my body no matter how hard I try to be present. I keep expecting to see a ghost emerge from the lower levels or to hear Everest calling my name. I wrangle back an unexpected sob. “I never knew if I was in the right place.”

Ma and Nova are looking at me with indiscernible expressions. Ma says, “Most people are lucky enough to find one life where they’re loved, Ryka. With your heart and soul, it doesn’t surprise me that you have found another. It’s hard for all of us to have to share you – but that doesn’t mean you have to tear yourself apart. It’s a unique kind of pain to love and know that you will never have enough time with that love. But you are enough. We love you when you’re here, and when you’re not.”

My throat constricts, and I know if I try to speak, I’ll emit an ungodly sound that’ll puncture this moment. Instead I nod, then rub Nova’s knee. “Tell me everything about you.”

We spend a few more hours catching up, all while the afternoon fades to early evening, painting the skies pink and purple. I learn about Nova’s granddaughter, Esther, Ma’s burgeoning friendship with the building’s gardener, the latest gossip at the hospital. Ma’s lungs start acting up, so she goes to lie down in Val’s bedroom for a while, leaving me outside with Nova. Val pours us each a glass of wine before leaving to call her wife, who is out of town with Esther. It should be divine, being here with the people I’ve waited forever to see again, but it’s claustrophobic.

Where one part of my heart is full, another one gapes open. I wish the ghosts were here, I wish Everest could meet my other family. They’d love him, and I can picture him singing with Nova, taking care of my mother. His very presence would be anchoring, a pinch of the reality that I’ve lived. In some ways, I feel too much for this place, and that’s a sensation that will only lead to self-loathing if I follow it too long. Everest would understand – this sense of never being here or there.

“Excuse me,” I tell my family. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

I meander to Valentin’s bathroom, which has clear signs of her family all over it. I stand at the sink, inhaling the warm citrus scent emitted by an unlit votive candle. Three toothbrushes, one sporting a Disney princess I don’t recognize, sit snug in a cow-shaped mug, and a bright pink stepping stool leans against the wall, probably to help Esther reach the sink.

My face looks hollow in the mirror reflection, and I reach out and touch the stranger looking back at me. The string of time trails down from my hand, and it’s like the air around the line blurs, smudging the edges of my reflection. No matter how hard I try, I can’t snap out of this unease.

Someone knocks.

“Ryka?” Valentin’s worried voice asks.

I open the door to find her and Nova waiting on the other side.

“Is everything okay?” Nova asks, and I can tell she puts more weight on her right leg.

“Yes, sorry, I just needed a minute,” I explain.

Valentin looks at Nova nervously. “You’ve been in there for half an hour.”

That pierces right through whatever cloud looms over my head.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize,” I mumble, and my alarm must be clear because Valentin takes my hand.

“Come, have another drink.”

We return to the living room and fall back into conversation, but dread pools at the nape of my neck. Thirty minutes felt like five seconds to me, my very bodily functions no longer responding to the passage of time in this world. As if to remind me, the string on my hand yanks again, insistent. I know I should let it go already.

“You look and sound like I imagined you would,” I tell Novalie, as we click our glasses together.

“And you look the same,” Novalie says, grinning. “You were always like this, you know. Even when we were younger, you were the last one to want to stop playing a game. You read the same books over and over again. That’s what made it so brave to me, that you made the deal at the fair, and yes, I knew in my heart that you did. When you didn’t come back, I worried sick, but I made a recovery more miraculous than was possible. We always knew there would be a cost, but I hadn’t expected it to be you. How hard that must have been.”

Excruciating at times, but wonderful, too.

“It was worth it, wasn’t it?” I laugh. “Look at you. You’re the same in most ways, but in others, not at all.”

Novalie smiles widely. “Futures are meant to evolve, Ryka. I think that’s what makes them so beautiful.”

My words stop in my throat. Around my hand, the timeline gives a tug.

“I don’t know how to choose, Nova,” I say quietly.

She studies me. “I think you do,” she says sadly. “I think you always have, and the choice has always been yours. You just have to be brave enough to accept it.”

“Does it make me a terrible friend?” I ask. “A terrible daughter?”

“Do you really believe that?” she asks, leaning back to take me in. “I would have none of this if it weren’t for you.”

And I realize then how horribly, wretchedly, desperately I needed to hear that. That I didn’t only cause pain and abandonment, that choosing myself isn’t a rejection of the people I love. This home, Valentin, Esther…none of this would exist if I hadn’t made my choices. All of this has come to pass because I chose to walk away. And if Everest were to unravel time, none of this would be guaranteed.

“I love you,” I tell her honestly, and my heart turns from lead to air, a rush of sweetness coursing through my veins.

“I love you, too,” she says. “And that will never change.”

I hold out my other hand with the sprig of lavender. “Keep this in Esther’s room? A gift from a god of time.”

Novalie’s eyes water, but she’s grinning from ear to ear. The next second, we’re locked in an embrace, but this time, my heart is aching for different reasons. It’s the kind of bittersweet pain that comes with every fork in the road. Goodbyes are never easy, turning your back on a destiny you’ve crafted in your mind will always tear a part of you away, but I’ve spent so long searching for a way home when my new home has loved me in a way no one else can. I’ve spent my life chasing the past, weaving through other people’s stories, and dreaming about the end of mine. I know the heartbreak that comes with loss, and now I let myself feel it fully, the loss of a life I chose not to live, and the gift I received for being brave enough to walk away.

I pull back, laughing as I wipe away her tears.

“So you’ve come to your senses,” Ma says, appearing at the door. Val is by her side, helping her stand.

I choke up, resorting instead to hugging her tightly. She pats my back. “You may be older than me, but I am still your mother. I can tell that you are not where you’re supposed to be.”

“You’re not angry?” I ask, crying into her shoulder.

She pulls away, studying my face. “All I’ve ever wanted was to know that you’re happy. I could never be angry at that.”

I memorize the lines on her face, the wisps of white hair that curl above her ear. “I love you, Ma.”

“More than the whole world, Ryka,” she whispers.

This has been the fair’s gift to me: time that I didn’t quite earn, a chance for a farewell most dream of but don’t get. I press every inch of this into my skin, knowing the impressions of this scene will be forever embedded in my head. My mother, Nova, Val, everyone I know has died, will die. But somewhere in time, they will also be alive. I will not see them again; of this I am sure, but I don’t need the carousel to remind me of their presence. This moment right here, and all our history and love, will endure.

Valentin wraps her arms around me tightly. “I will miss you dearly.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” I tell her, and I will; the stars and the skies know I will. But how wonderful it is to leave your heart in so many different places. What a privilege to feel stretched across the expanse of the universe.

To have a place to go back to, where you can feel whole. And I’ve already been away for far too long.

The string around my hand pulls.

“Go,” Valentin says, giving me a small shove. With one last look at them, a portrait of past, present, and future, I turn on my heels and run.

It’s only when I get to the edge of the string that I realize something has gone wrong.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


In the span of a heartbeat, the string around my hand snaps.

I lunge after the broken end, drifting from me like a windblown feather, but no matter how fast I chase after it, I don’t get any closer.

How could this have happened? The string was still light blue, the signs pointed to me having more time, but the line frays like a worn-down past, long-visited and best left buried. I’m caught in the in-between: a rare prism of blackness that simultaneously feels empty and full. A fierce wind cuts across my face, exerting pressure on my skin as though I’m going to be torn apart, shattered into stardust if I don’t make it out of here soon.

I break into a cold sweat, but my muscles set in determination. The blue glints a distance away and it holds too much – a promise of a tomorrow I didn’t think I had, that I didn’t think I wanted. I scream with frustration, my legs aching beneath my body, and as the end dangles a little closer, I dive for it.

I’m plunged into an endless freefall.

I’m not sure if anyone can hear me scream. My eyes press shut, but it’s futile. There’s darkness here and outside, in my mind’s eye and all around me. The sensation is like dropping down a canyon and not being able to see the bottom. Then something tugs at me, and I open my eyes.

The string. It’s wrapped around my finger.

And as sudden as that realization settles over me, the prism launches a full-fledged assault on my senses.

At first, I’m not sure what’s happening. I’m still falling, but there’s something solid beneath my feet and surrounding me. The walls – dimensions – around me feel like the cold electricity of the carousel, and every inch of my skin is alight and alive and submerged in a world of color and sound. I wrap my other hand around the string and pull. Something in the movement turns this place into a vacuum. The prism twists, and as I reel within it, clinging to my thread, I comprehend where I am, what I’m seeing.

It’s my past, my story, overlaid in a mosaic of memories and dreams. There I am, looking at the world, newly born, and it’s strange that I don’t recall a second of this, but the sense of wonder and fear that penetrates me is startling, ripping open my vocal cords, and then I hear it, me, my voice, screaming for the world to see me. I see my hand reach out to touch my mother’s face, still youthful and uncreased by worry as she haggles with vendors in Kolkata. I’m settled on my father’s shoulders, rocking to the beat of his footsteps as we wind up a trail on Mt. Tamalpais. My hands stretch out to graze the passing leaves, then draw back at the sight of a wandering bee.

It stings, seeing this, watching it all fall by.

“Why are you doing this?” I cry, pulling along the string. Is this the carousel’s final taunt? The walls around me ripple.

Now, it’s me meeting Novalie in the school playground. The sheets that graze my laughing face are forts, well-lit with a careful arrangement of flashlights, piled with books filled with fantasy and romance. And as quickly as I grasp one memory, I’m onto the next, so fast that I can barely catch a breath. Tears scour my face, and I’m not sure what it is I’m feeling right now. All I know is I need to make it to the other end, back to the person I’ve worked so hard to become.

Finally, I understand what this is.

It’s Everest, turning back the clock on my life.

It brings me to a halt. My life whips past me like a bullet train, and that’s what this force is, the one that’s trying to pull me back. It’s time going back and starting my story anew, just as I’d asked.

My heart cracks open. He actually did it. With Cyrus or without, he did what he thought I wanted, which was letting me go. Letting me forget all of it.

It’s nearly enough to bring me to my knees. Nearly enough to make me give up. But the part of my life that’s unthreading around me is one filled with grit. As I look up at the images, I’m renewed with the same sense of determination that set me on my path to the fair. I’m dancing on top of tables, searching for shooting stars from abandoned rooftops, holding hands with friends, sitting across dining tables from men, staring up at night skies that move something deep in my soul.

I can’t give up on any of them. I can’t give up on myself. I scream, my biceps on fire as I pull harder, dragging my body across the edges of this dimension.

And then I’m at the fair, and it’s amazing how the entire palette of my life changes like an artist struck with a new muse. My arms fatigue from pulling, and the string grows tauter as I plow past my adventures and my sorrows, my loneliness and my hope. I sob at the sight of Beam and Ender, of Keshav and Geneva.

And then I see him.

Everest, standing under a pine tree, arms crossed as he surveys me.

There’s a shift in perspective here, memories that I watch not as I remember them. It’s Everest tucking me in after time travel, it’s him stealing glances at me during dinner, searching the crowd for me during the eclipse, eyes wide when he realizes that I’m searching for him, too. But it’s not Everest. It’s a memory of him and the realization that he could be gone, that all of them could be lost from my life, subjecting me to the kind of pain that makes me wonder if I ever really knew loss.

I scream his name, but he doesn’t hear. He’s shrinking into the distance, as are the ghosts, but they aren’t the ones turning their backs on me. I’m the one who’s walking away.

“Not this time,” I promise under my breath.

And I can’t move anymore, because the pull in this prism is too forceful. It’s all I can do to hold on for my life, to hold on to everything I’ve fought for. I bite down on my lip, drawing blood, squatting down so my entire body wraps around the line. “Ryka,” voices whisper, followed by laughter and plenty of tears. They fall like lethal hail, leaving me battered and bruised. But I don’t let go. I won’t let go.

And then, it all stops.

Everything stops. The pressure, the sound, the colors. I climb to my feet and take in where I am. The string is still in my reddened hand, but it trails limply along the grass. I’m in a field, and there in front of me is the carousel.

But I’m not alone. Eleven figures stand around the carousel, their bodies angled towards me.

Everest’s siblings.

Cyrus steps forward first. “That was quite the fight you just put up,” he says, arching a long, dark eyebrow in my direction.

“I don’t like making mistakes,” I tell them.

“We can tell,” another one snorts. She’s tall, with deep olive skin, dark brown eyes, and hair that falls in a long braid down to her waist. Intricate tattoos coat her forearms and disappear into the sleeves of her billowing rust robe, but the telling one is on her wrist: the diamond-leaved plant from Mother Time’s garden. This must be Sienna.

Cyrus elbows her in the ribs.

Another sibling addresses me next. “What is it, exactly, that you want from us, timekeeper?”

“Where am I?” I ask.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Sienna says.

It’s the fair, but not. There are no other tents. It’s an endless field filled with dandelions, and the sky looks like it’s awash with daylight, but there’s no sun. There’s an energy here that’s palpable, and it’s not solely due to the ethereal beings encircling me.

“I’m at the beginning of time.”

“Ding ding,” Cyrus says drily. “Congratulations; no mortal’s made it here before.”

“I would hardly call her mortal,” Sienna says.

I don’t have it in me to cope with their quibbles right now.

“I want to go back,” I tell them.

Cyrus rolls his eyes in a way that’s so decidedly like Everest, it pinches my heart. “The entire time we’ve known you, you’ve wanted to go back. It’s always back, back, back with you.”

Sienna cocks her head playfully. “Where and when do you wish to go, keeper?”

“To the fair,” I tell them firmly.

Some of them look surprised, others not so much.

“And why would we let you do that?” Sienna asks. “You’ve been our least grateful, most disruptive keeper yet. Why should we unleash you on the fair?”

I ignore her. “Where is he?”

Why isn’t he here?

The carousel lets out a screeching noise that causes us all to jump. The blue shudders and ripples, and a string of time rips out from the winding.

Cyrus scowls. “He’s back where you asked him to be. Unwinding your story.”

“Don’t let him,” I say, stepping forward. “Let me go back.”

Sienna’s hand slams into my chest, blocking my path forward. The others close ranks around her, and suddenly I can no longer see the carousel, or the way it gripes and groans under Everest’s ministrations. “Do you think you can just get away, facing no consequences?”

“What price do you want me to pay?” My voice comes out strained. I don’t know how much longer I have, or where I’ll be if Everest completes his task. The sky above us darkens, a dull grey that makes us all look like ghosts. Even now, the energy is a shifting animal, and I can feel its mood change, steeped in an air of danger. “I’ve restored order based on what I’ve done. I know I messed up, but now I’m choosing to go back. It won’t happen again.”

“But maybe you shouldn’t be near our brother,” Cyrus says, folding his arms. “Your influence has rubbed off on him. Even now, he’s willing to bend dimensions to satisfy your childish desires. He’s prepared to give up his own freedom.”

The world wobbles around me.

“Yes,” Cyrus muses. “Did you think he wouldn’t have a price to pay either? Why do you think he came to me, of all our siblings? I deal with fate, Ryka, and he needed me to change his in order for him to return yours.”

A fate for a fate.

He couldn’t have…he wouldn’t be so foolish.

“Someone must guard the carousel,” Cyrus confirms. “And if he was to free you of the duty, then he had to offer himself up in your place. Cheer up; I could have bartered for worse.”

Remember that I did not ask for your life.

I stick out my chin. “You can ask for it. For my life. I’ll guard the carousel.”

And it’ll be a choice I willingly make.

“So dramatic,” Cyrus tuts. His grin is as wicked as it is rare. “But my brother can handle it just fine.”

I’ll be fine, Everest had assured me. And maybe he would be alive and well, but all I’ve done is shift my burden onto someone else. I’d taken his immortality at its value, told myself he would be okay, but I should know better by now that the length of one’s life is but a small part of the bigger picture.

“Don’t do it,” I demand, more frantic. I no longer care to feign composure or strength; I no longer want them to think of me as an immortal timekeeper. I’m nothing but a woman desperate to preserve what has always been mine.

But maybe it never was meant to be. Maybe you’ve learned no lesson at all.

I look to them, one by one. “Please.”

“It may already be too late,” Sienna says, and as if she’s cast a spell, the eleven gods shimmer, translucent, like I’m viewing them through a sheath of water. Their skin glows in silver whorls and I realize what they look like: the river of memories and regrets that runs through the fair. Their bodies shift together, and if they touch just a bit, they’ll merge into one magnificent being, out of reach, beyond any prayers. My skin tingles with fervor, a static pressure pinching me all over.

It was them. They were the ones watching me in Darjeeling, in Churchill. Cyrus and the rest of them, tracking my every move.

“I don’t care,” I tell them. “I’ll give you anything.”

“You said that once before,” Cyrus says, and even his voice grows distant now, like he’s speaking at me through space. “And you spent an eternity regretting it.”

He’s right about that. But I’m not the person I was when I arrived at the fair, no matter how much I’ve clung to her. I’ve learned the cost of choice, and the rewards of love, and I know the weight of my word when it sits in my heart.

“You’re wrong,” I tell him. “I don’t regret it. I can’t regret what’s brought me here.”

I’ve always known this, but it’s freeing saying it out loud. Something long knotted in my chest loosens and gives way, and the next breath I take floods parts of me that have remained untouched.

The carousel shrieks again; one of the siblings appraises it from over their shoulder.

“I think it’s time,” another god says.

Sienna flashes me a smile as she steps out of my way. “You can go ahead now.”

I frown at her. “Will you not tell me what you want, then?”

“We’ll collect when we need to,” she says, quirking an eyebrow. “We just had to make sure of a few things first.”

“Before what?”

Sienna pushes me into the carousel.

This time, I’m not sucked into an alternate movie of my life. There’s a brief darkness, and then the sweet release as I’m spit out, my body flailing into the night until I crash into something hard.

The wind is knocked out of me so violently that I don’t realize I haven’t landed on the ground. I’ve landed on a person.

“Ryka?”

His voice is a music box, opened after years of disuse, only to envelop me in the kind of safety and love that I hadn’t thought possible. It’s Everest’s body under mine, his face studying me like I’m a ghost, except our bodies are solid, hard. He’s real under me, and it’s all I can do to not run my hands all over him.

For a second, all I can hear is the sound of our shallow heartbeats.

“You didn’t wait,” I tell him.

“I-I thought you weren’t coming back,” he says. He’s so speechless, he’s not moving, like if he breathes too hard I’ll vanish. His gaze is so intense that I melt under it and onto him. I can’t help it; I reach out and cup his beautiful face.

“I had to give your flowers away,” I tell him quietly. “It’ll make a little girl very happy. I’m sure of it.”

“I can get you a whole field,” he says hoarsely. I can’t stop myself from winding his hair around my fingers, from digging into every piece of him that I never thought I’d see again. “But, are you…how are you…”

“I want to know,” I tell him. “I want to know everything.”

He studies me. “Are you sure?” His voice is raw, nails running down my back. “Because if you walk away–”

“I won’t,” I tell him, and I mean every word. “I choose this place. I choose this life. I choose what I’ve built for myself today, and the future it brings. I choose you.”

My hands rest on his chest and I feel the hollow space within echo; the universe thrums beneath his ribs.

“I’ve spent the better part of my life staring at the stars, looking for new mysteries to unravel,” he says, his eyes softening. “Everything lost its shine a long time ago. I think I could spend an eternity unraveling you.”

I’m not sure I’m breathing.

He cups my cheek. “We’ve seen so many love stories play out over the years. Ones that have lasted and ones that didn’t. You know a secret that I’ve never told anyone about the eclipse? Sometimes, our tampering doesn’t do anything, because the gravity of the people involved is so strong that they find their way back to one another again.” He puts a finger to my lips, interrupting my response. His eyes darken. “I know every word in every language across worlds, but none quite describe the way you make me feel. I love you, Ryka. The kind of love that keeps me up at night, aching to tell you about each second of my day. The kind of love that could shatter dimensions and put them back together. The kind that the ghosts could tamper with at the eclipse, but I know, deep down the timeline, that I would find my way back to you.”

“I love you, too,” I say, and it’s the easiest confession I’ve ever made. “I’ve loved you so long, in every time and space.”

I don’t know how I’ve spent centuries staying away, because when I kiss him, it feels like something I’ve been doing my entire life. His hands slide up my back, one holding my neck while the other wraps around my waist, and I can’t get enough of him. Time could dissolve into a streaming river, but he’s the rock to anchor me through it. Tears run down my face, tinging our kisses with salt. I laugh, drawing back to wipe them away.

“You may be stuck with me a while longer,” I tell him, rubbing at my nose.

He smiles up at me and says, “I couldn’t imagine anything better.”
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EPILOGUE


I’m coughing up a storm. “How do you smoke this?”

“You get used to it!” Beam says, jumping up and down next to me.

I’ve given into peer pressure this eclipse, but Geneva’s stash is far stronger than what I’d been prepared for. The rush goes right to my head, and it’s only because of Keshav’s readily waiting arm that I remain upright.

“This cannot be good for you,” I groan.

“It’s once a year; loosen up!” Geneva says, giving me a solid pat on the back. “And after the initial horror wears off, you’ll see what we do.”

“The colors are so much nicer,” Ender hums, eyes closed, swaying to the beat of the music.

“You’re not even looking at any colors,” I say, hunched over.

Ender laughs. “I don’t need to. I can hear them. Taste them. Do you feel the music, Ryka?”

I’m about to tell him that no, I don’t feel anything except an ashen pit in my throat when the song changes to a jazz number that creeps up my body like ivy.

“Oh, wow,” I say, stumbling forward a step.

Beam rises to her tippy toes. “Do you see now?”

And I do. My god, I do. The candle lights flicker to the beat of the drum, and my friends, their colorful attire and blushing faces, are the loveliest things I’ve seen. It’s been a year of continued adventures through time, so many more stories that I’ve gotten to live with them by my side.

Everything didn’t return to normal right away, of course. The ghosts were wary, as though expecting me to change my mind on them again. Beam didn’t speak to me for weeks, but she forgave me eventually, after lots of groveling and a very eventful trip to the Jurassic era. I may or may not have let her briefly ride a triceratops as an apology.

Beam takes my hand. “Do you know what you want to tamper with this year?”

“Everest is choosing for me,” I tell her. “He never gets to pick, since he’s supposed to be an impartial party, so we decided that I’d let loose while he works on our pitch.”

“Doesn’t feel impartial to me,” Geneva grumbles.

“But Cyrus is picking this year!” Keshav says. “Everest recused himself. Some of his other siblings are here too. I think he was with the tattooed one, last I saw him.”

“Yes, Sienna. And you know how I feel about her and the rest of the good-for-nothing siblings,” Geneva says. “I don’t trust their decision making.”

“Maybe I’ll win, for a change,” Ender says.

Beam frowns. “You will not.”

The gods are here more often of late. Cyrus drops by, sometimes accompanied by a sibling, sometimes with other immortal beings like his Aunt Chaos’s very entertaining agents, and no one’s made me fulfil any sort of unpleasant promise yet. My deal with them changed the dynamics of this place in a way I hadn’t predicted. Given my vow to remain here, well, forever, there’s a sense of permanency that’s been established and several freedoms that have been granted alongside it. I’ve been able to leave with Everest for short visits to other dimensions, though we’re always happy to return home. I’ve gotten very good at playing poker with the demons, and while he pretends to be chagrined, he’s quick to tell me that my card skills really do it for him.

My world may have grown, but my anchors haven’t changed. The crowd is a blur of laughter dashed with color. We’re so bright against the snow, under the glimmering curtain of lights that twist above. This is real happiness, standing here in the quiet, taking in the present. Knowing that I’m here because I’m meant to be, and that all of this is more than enough.

“Looking for me?”

I squeal as Everest lifts me up from behind and spins me around. I’m laughing, out of breath when he lowers me, and I sink into his cool forest scent, my wrists knotted around his neck.

“You’ve been gone forever!” I say without a hint of malice. It’s hard to berate him when he’s smiling at me like this, and whatever’s in Geneva’s stash makes him sparkle brighter than sun-kissed snow. “I hope you’re going to make us proud with your choice.”

“I think you’ll be very happy,” he promises, before leaning in to kiss me.

Geneva gags.

“You all go ahead,” Everest says, waving them off. “We’ll meet you at the carousel for the vote.”

“What are we doing in the meantime?” I ask him as the others wander off in their drug-infused haze.

Everest pulls me closer as the music drops to a slow beat. “I thought we’d have time for a dance.”
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First rule: Don’t mess
with the timeline.

Second rule: Don’t mess
around with the time-god.

For 500 years, immortal timekeeper Ryka has run
a cozy magical fair on the edges of time, managing
the time threads and protecting the spirits that live
there. She lives happily among a found family of
quirky ghosts, a spectral cat, and even her insufferable

boss, the annoying (and sexy) time-god Everest.

But when the carousel at the heart of the fair begins
to show signs of time rot, a live human falls through
time and ends up landing at their feet. With the fair
descending into chaos, Ryka and Everest must team
up to get this human home, find the source of the
rot, and keep the fabric of time from tearing apart
— all while hoping that the 500 years of feelings

between them don't get in their way.
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