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For all the time travelers out there….
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One

New Orleans, Louisiana January 1st, 1908…hopefully


On a scale from one to ten, our landing in New Orleans was somewhere around a negative three. The four of us—Molly, Gaige, Charles, and myself—were a pile of bodies, with me on the bottom. As if that weren’t enough, Gaige’s elbow was pressed into my boob, hard.
″Can’t breathe,” I wheezed.
″You’re such a whiner,” Gaige grunted.
One by one, my teammates rolled off me, until I was left flat on my back, staring up at a beautiful mural on the ceiling. I blinked several times, and the artistic masterpiece was replaced by a large silhouette.
″Ah, blondie. That must mean you’re Stassi,” the man said, his dark face splitting into a grin.
He offered me a hand with long, lithe fingers. Charles was by my side in an instant. He swatted the man’s hand away and pulled me to my feet.
″How do you know her name?” he demanded.
″You’re hurt, boy,” the man said, nodding toward Charles’ torn shirt. Then he saw the patch covering my thigh. “You, too, it seems, Ms. Stassi.”
″How do you know her name?” Charles repeated more forcibly. 
Gaige had joined him, both flanking my sides like bodyguards earning their keep.
The man wasn’t bothered by Charles’ rudeness, though. He simply reached into the pocket of his brown pants and produced an envelope. My name was printed across the front in typewriter font. He held the envelope out to me. 
″We’ve been expecting you.”
Dread turned my insides to lead. It was from Cyrus. It had to be. If he’d tried to reach us in 1553 and learned that the alchemists had sealed the vortex, he would have gone to Flamel, who was the only person capable of tracking us through time.
Letting out a long, shaky breath, I took the envelope. Cyrus was pissed, I just knew it. The letter was probably a verbal berating for going off the books and jumping to New Orleans instead of taking our acquisition straight to Branson.
I broke the seal with my fingernail and retrieved the letter inside.
″Holy Mother of Wombats!” I exclaimed.
The single sheet of expensive letterhead fluttered to the ground as I struggled to catch my breath.
″Stass?” Molly’s hand was on my shoulder. “Is it from Cyrus? Is he about to go all Darian the Dreadful on us and send his army of pincher minions to bite our ankles?”
Charles retrieved the letter and scanned the page. “Oh, dear.”
I wanted nothing more than to tear that stupid scrap of paper into a million pieces and scatter its carcass in the wind.
″Dude, don’t keep us in suspense,” Gaige groaned. “What did the boss man write?”
″It’s not from Cyrus,” I whispered.
Molly snatched the letter from Charles’ hand and began to read it aloud. Each word was poison to my ears.
My Dearest Stassi,
4585 Bourbon Street. Tell Edward and Richard I say hello.
Best of luck in your quest. Always remember that I am here if you need a guide.
Mitchell T. Baylarian
Muffled applause filled the chilling silence that followed the name of the madman who was supposed to be locked away in a syndicate prison over five hundred years in the future. Had he escaped? Not possible, I decided quickly. There was no way my boss would have allowed that to happen.
Gaige rounded on the man who’d delivered Baylarian’s letter, no trace of his usual mischievous expression visible.
″Who do you work for?” he demanded.
″When did he give you that?” I jabbed a shaky finger toward the letter in my roommate’s pale hands.
The man shifted uneasily from one large foot to the other, as if our reaction was unexpected. “It seems there’s a bit of confusion here…,” he began.
″When did Baylarian give you the letter?” I snapped, fear and adrenaline making my voice thin and strained.
Another round of applause, this time accompanied by whistles and whoops, sounded in the distance. I glanced around the small room like maybe I’d missed the fact we had an audience. Four velvet-covered walls and one incredibly nervous delivery man stared back at me. It wasn’t the strangest place I had ever landed but close. My tattoo hummed softly, letting me know there was prima in the walls. Still, the odd little room didn’t feel like a vortex. And where were the alchemists? The delivery guy did not have the poker face required to be a member of the ancient organization.
If we aren’t at a customs station, where did we land exactly?
″My boss gave me the letter, Miss Stassi.” The man held up his hands to show he meant us no harm. “Mr. Carter at the courier service on Canal Street,” he added quickly. “You can ask him yourself.”
Canal Street. That’s in New Orleans, right?
Gaige cracked his knuckles, which would’ve been funny in most any other circumstances. All that boxing with Hemingway was making him think he was a tough guy.
″I was told to be here at this time to deliver the letter to a blonde woman answering to Stassi,” the courier continued, his voice breaking on my name like he was a prepubescent teenager.
Because the letter wasn’t enough of a confirmation, those words left no doubt that Baylarian had somehow known exactly when and where the four of us would land when we left London and why we’d come to New Orleans. I had to swallow the urge to vomit. Even we hadn’t known those details for certain. So how did he?
″Where is here, exactly?” Charles asked.
″We need to go. Now,” I muttered to no one in particular. I started for the lone door in the room.
″Wait, miss! No!” the courier called after me.
But it was too late. Desperate for fresh air, I had already turned the knob and pushed open the door. I stopped short as a man in pancake makeup and a bad wig narrowly avoided crashing into me.
″Watch it,” he snapped without slowing down.
Charles was at my side an instant later, both of us staring out at the heavy red velvet draping stretched from floor to ceiling forty feet in front of us. Thick ropes dangled at either end. Two young men with theatrical makeup hustled past, while a lady clapped her hands and yelled, “The end of the third act was a mess!”
″You’re at the Toulouse Theater,” the courier said from behind me. “On Toulouse Street in New Orleans.”
Okay. We made it to our intended city. That has to count for something. But when were we?
″What’s today’s date?” Gaige asked, clearly wondering the same thing..
″January 14th, sir.”
Okay. Two weeks or so off isn’t that big a deal, I told myself. The year was the important part. The princes had landed in 1908. After that, Tessa could have taken them anywhere or any time.
A woman in a flapper-style dress sauntered by smoking a cigarette and muttering beneath her breath.
I swallowed thickly. Flappers weren’t a thing in 1908.
″What year?” I whispered, my voice so soft that I was surprised anyone aside from Charles heard me.
″The year?” the courier replied uneasily. “It’s 1920, miss.”
″What?” I whirled on him. “No. That can’t be right.” My head started spinning. This run was going from ill-advised to outright stupid very quickly.
What have I done?
We had landed over a decade later than our intended target year, which was alarming for a number of reasons. The only one that mattered to me in that moment was that we were too late to cross paths with Tessa. Even if the princes were still in New Orleans, the runner who’d brought them there was long gone. And she was the one with all the answers.
Charles slipped his fingers through mine and squeezed my hand, providing a warm rush of comfort that I didn’t deserve given my poor judgment.
The woman yelling at the cast finally noticed us and marched over. “You, there. What are you doing backstage?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. “Where did you come from? Why didn’t I know about that room?” One hand on her hip, she gestured with the other to the door that was still open. “Well? Someone speak.”
Not even Cyrus could have rendered the four of us—five counting the courier—speechless so effectively. The woman’s eyes bulged when they zeroed in on Charles’ torn shirt. Her lips parted slightly when she caught sight of the patch job on my thigh. “Well, I never,” she muttered.
″We need to go. Like, now,” Molly said, her voice low and calm. She stepped around the annoyed woman, who reached for Molly’s arm. My roommate’s reflexes were catlike, and she easily dodged the stage manager.
Gaige gently nudged the woman aside and marched to the draping.
″No!” she cried in protest. “You can’t go out there! Stop!”
Gaige was already swatting at the curtains in a lame attempt to find the center opening. Molly was faster. She parted the drapes and slipped through. Charles and I exchanged a brief glance and then hurried after our friends, leaving the courier to deal with the pissed off stage manager.
Gaige held the curtain open for me. I stepped through and then stopped dead in my tracks. Not anticipating the abrupt halt, Charles ran straight into my back. He wrapped an arm around my waist to keep me from face-planting. It would have been particularly embarrassing, given there were dozens of audience members watching the scene play out centerstage.
A hush fell over the room, and then a spotlight appeared from above. I forgot to breathe until a woman at a table near the front stood and began to clap.
″Encore!” a man cried from the table closest to the stage.
Someone else wolf whistled. Molly raised her hand and waved to the audience like a beauty pageant contestant. More people stood and cheered in response.
Charles grabbed my hand and pulled me to a set of stairs that led down and into the audience. Molly performed a curtsey that would have made any governess in sixteenth century England proud, while Gaige gave a less graceful bow.
″Encore!” more people shouted as I followed Charles through the tables in the crowd.
I looked over my shoulder just in time to see Gaige leap from the stage like the theater was an indoor parkour space. As if his antics were a dare, Molly also bypassed the stairs in favor of a more dramatic exit.
″Are we supposed to follow them?” I heard a woman ask as I hurried past.
″No. I am sure they’ll come back around,” a man assured her. “They are just doing a bit.”
″Oh, I get it. They’re mimes. How quaint.”
Charles and I found the exit at the back of the theater and sped into a lobby area with a bar to one side. Windows let in late afternoon sun. I blinked and raised my arm to shield to my eyes.
″Where’s the fire?” a gruff voice called out from behind the bar.
″Keep going.” Charles put a hand between my shoulder blades and urged me toward a heavy wooden door.
The air was cool and damp outside the theater, which I could only imagine was normal for January in New Orleans. Details like the weather were typically included in the files that runners received once we were attached to an assignment. No official assignment meant that we had no background on the time period.
What have I done? Jumping to an unauthorized time and place to chase my past wasn’t just foolish, it was outright dangerous.
Air suddenly refused to reach my lungs, and I started to see black spots. A jolt of pain ran down my injured leg. I stumbled and reached for the side of the building for support. Panic overtook the adrenaline. All the reasons that I’d taken the risk seemed ridiculous. What was I doing running off in search of two long lost English princes? It was absurd.
Charles ran his palm up my spine as I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to clear my head. The door to the theater banged open, followed by heavy footfalls on the sidewalk coming toward us.
″How long before they realize we aren’t part of the act and come after us with pitchforks?” Molly asked breathlessly.
″I don’t know, but we should keep moving,” Gaige replied. His hand was warm on my shoulder. “Come on, Stass. Let’s move.”
″Move where? Go where?” I exploded, throwing my hands up in the air and spinning to face him. “Where is it you think we should go?” All my self-aimed irritation was being redirected at Gaige. I knew I would feel guilty over the outburst later, but my panic was making me irrational.
Gaige’s brown eyes darted around the near-empty street. There was a man sweeping the sidewalk in front of the general store beside Toulouse Theater. He pretended not to notice the four of us standing there arguing, but he was going back and forth over the same strip of cobblestones repeatedly.
″We’ll find a hotel and get a couple of rooms. Once we’re off the streets, we can discuss our next move,” Gaige said, pitching his voice low.
″With what money?” I shot back. “We have no money, Gaige!” My voice was rising, loudly enough to catch his attention.
This obstacle clearly hadn’t occurred to him. And why would it have? Money, like the weather, was not something runners ever worried about. Those were concerns for historians and alchemists.
″We do have Jane’s broach,” Charles pointed out, trying to be helpful.
I shook my head. My tone was much softer but still firm. “We can’t. That belongs to the client. We’re already going to be on Cyrus’ shit list. I don’t want to make it any worse.”
Gaige sighed loudly. “What’s your idea then? Because we can’t stay here. Do I need to remind you that Baylarian knows you’re here in New Orleans?” He knocked on the outside wall of the theater. “At this theater. Right now. He’s probably watching us. Or nearby. We need to get the frack out of here, regardless of where we’re going.”
I held up my hand to silence his rant. “I get it, okay? Just give me a second. I need to think.”
Gaige started to protest again, but a glare from Molly effectively clamped his lips shut. Charles continued to rub my back, but his golden eyes made a circuit of the surrounding areas. Like Gaige, he probably wondered if Baylarian was spying on us.
Think. Only logic and facts. Take out emotion, I told myself. It was one of the very first things I had learned at the runner training academy. That was how we were told to approach runs. Never let emotion dictate action. Always stick to facts. Stick to the mission.
I mentally catalogued the facts we knew, trying to process and plan. Fact: we were in 1920 New Orleans, twelve years after the only time we knew Tessa and the princes had been there. Fact: Baylarian knew when and where we would land. Fact: we were utterly broke and wearing filthy, torn clothes from a different time period. Fact: the four of us were unprepared and ill-equipped. We needed help.
There was really only one option….
″We need to go back to Branson,” I said, my voice small and hollow.
My three friends exchanged glances. It was Molly who responded.
″No, Stass. This is where we need to be. Right here, right now.” She held up Baylarian’s crumpled letter. “If anything, this proves it.” Wrapping an arm around my shoulder, she squeezed me in a side hug. “We’ll figure this out, okay? We’re resourceful.”
″We’re already here,” Gaige added. “If we go home, there’s no way Cyrus is letting us come back. Might as well cause as much damage as possible before the boss man shows up.”
My gaze found Charles’. His small smile warmed my numb insides. “We’ve come this far. Let’s see it through until the end.”
″Exactly.” Molly gave me another squeeze. “We’ve been up against harder odds. We did just escape a British army and Holton’s attempts to make us his patsies for the whole coup against Jane.”
″You and Molls broke me out of a French jail,” Gaige said with a grin. “And Chuck here hitchhiked to the future.”
″Tessa might be gone, but Edward and Richard are here,” Charles pointed out. “I agree with Molly; Baylarian’s letter proves as much.”
The theater doors opened again, and a stream of patrons trickled out onto the sidewalk. In the late afternoon sun, our sixteenth century riding gear contrasted starkly with the long dresses and three-piece suits of theatergoers.
″Oh, look! Mavis, the actors are out here,” a man’s voice boomed.
Gaige arched an eyebrow. “Time to go.”
Without further discussion, he started off in the opposite direction as most of the theater patrons. The rest of us hurried behind him.
″You kids lost?” a deep voice called as we approached the corner.
The shopkeeper rested both hands on the end of his broom handle, finally giving up the pretense of sweeping. He studied us curiously. “You actors of some kind?” he asked.
″We were part of the show,” Molly called back dismissively.
Gaige didn’t slow or acknowledge that he’d heard the shopkeeper at all. I planned to ignore the man too, but then he called after us. “If you’re lookin’ for a place to stay, you’re going to want to head to Bourbon and catch a cable car over to Canal. If you’re lookin’ for a place that don’t ask questions, take a left on Bourbon. Ms. Grundy will rent ya a room in exchange for helping out with chores.”
He had definitely been listening to our conversation.
″I’m sorry, did you say Bourbon Street?” Molly cocked her head to one side. “That’s close to here?”
The man smiled knowingly. “Not from around here, are ya?”
Molly unfolded the piece of paper balled in her hand. “Is 4585 Bourbon Street nearby, do you know?”
The older man tipped up the brim of his pageboy hat and appraised our group with renewed interest. “Bourbon Street is up that away.” Using the broom, he pointed in the direction we had been walking. “Two blocks passed Royal. 4585 you said?” He shook his head. “You must have the wrong address. Bourbon only goes up to the 1000 block, then it becomes Esplanade.”
The address wasn’t real? No. That can’t be right. It makes no sense. Why would Baylarian have bothered to send a note with an address that didn’t exist? Was that all part of whatever twisted game he was playing with me?
″Thank you for your assistance,” Charles told the shopkeeper in the oddly formal tone he adopted with strangers.
The man nodded. “Good luck to you.”
We crossed the street, continuing up Toulouse toward Bourbon with Gaige in the lead. The adrenaline from the jump had all but worn off, and my thigh throbbed from all the physical activity. Beside me, Charles’ jaw was set in a hard line, his golden eyes in constant motion. So were mine.
Baylarian is here somewhere, I thought. During his murder spree in Paris, Baylarian had been there to witness each one of his victim’s deaths. Voyeurs didn’t change their ways.
Thanks to the increasingly painful ache in my leg, Gaige and Molly reached the crossroads of Bourbon and Toulouse first. The pair waited on the corner for Charles and me to catch up.
The foot traffic on Bourbon Street was much denser than on Toulouse. Men and women laughed and talked as they walked along the line of shops and bars. Some of the couples even pushed prams. Horse-drawn carriages rattled down the cobblestone road next to the cable car tracks. The driver of an early model vehicle shook his fist out the open top at a man who’d stepped into the street to avoid a pile of muck on the sidewalk.
A few people gave us odd looks. One man even stopped and gestured to the dried blood on Charles, “Had a run-in with our local vampire, I see?”
The guy elbowed his friend and the two started chuckling as they walked off.
A tingling sensation started at the base of skull, traveling down my spine, and settling in my midsection. We were definitely being watched, I decided. Not by an open-mouthed gawker or anything so obvious. But I felt it deep in my bones. Someone had us in their sights.
″The chimney sweep said hang a left, right?” Gaige asked, looking first right and then left.
″He wasn’t a chimney sweep,” Molly retorted. “I don’t think that’s even a real job.”
″I’m pretty sure it is,” Gaige countered.
″It is,” Charles confirmed. “And yes, the shopkeeper said left.”
The four of us started down Bourbon. Wisps of white fog floated in the air like spectral beings. One of the larger patches was like walking into a cold shower. I hugged myself. Maybe I was paranoid, but New Orleans had a feel like no other city I had ever visited. It was the type of place that random people on the street would casually joke about vampire attacks. There was a haunted sense in the air, a darkness mixed with mystery that I’d never experienced.
″New Orleans is a bastion of paranormal activity,” Charles informed me, as if we had shared the thought. “Rumors have surrounded the city since its inception. Immortals who drink the blood of virgins, ghosts that lead travelers deep into the Bayou never to be seen again, practitioners with the power to control the dead...all the creepy things.”
″You believe these rumors?” I arched an eyebrow. 
Two red spots appeared on his cheekbones. “Time travel is real. Why not vampires?”
″Because…science.”
In front of us, Gaige turned and started walking backward. “I’m with Chuck. Remember that girl from our very first run? Agnus or something. She only ate raw meat and smelled like wet dog all the time? She was definitely a—”
″Monkey!” a woman’s voice shrieked.
Gaige shrugged. “I was going to say werewolf,” he muttered.
″The monkeys!” the woman cried again.
My eyes quickly found the source of the commotion. A tall blonde woman was pointing and shrieking to anyone with ears from a balcony just ahead. And all her excitement was directed at us.
She leapt out of her seat with such force, the wooden chair clattered to the ground behind her. “The monkeys are real!” She jabbed a finger in our direction again, though she was alone on the balcony so I couldn’t imagine who she was telling.
″What the hell?” Molly muttered.
″Do you all know her?” Charles asked, trying and failing to not look at the lady on the balcony.
The woman was gesturing at our group, her expression a little like she’d stared directly at an eclipse. This finally drew the attention of passersby.
″Who the frack is that?” I asked, shifting from one foot to the other.
The balcony lady flung open the French doors behind her and yelled inside to what was likely an empty house. “The monkeys are here!”
″Yeah. We should definitely go.” Molly bobbed her head up and down. “Like right now.”
I had taken two steps forward when Charles grabbed my arm.
″What?” I asked anxiously.
He pointed to the red door beneath the balcony, over which hung a sign that read: Nicky’s Custom Music Shoppe.
From inside the building, I heard the woman cry again, “They are real! Can you believe it?”
″We really need to go,” I told Charles pointedly.
″Uh, Stass?” Hands on his hips, Gaige was staring at the red door with equal parts wonder and confusion.
″Holy shit! It’s the address!” Molly exclaimed.
That was when I finally noticed the black numbers beside the red door: 458.5.
4585. 458.5.
The red door of the music store burst open and monkey lady ran out in a flurry of skirts and dust. Her low heels clicked against the sidewalk as she hurried over to us.
″You’re here!” she declared excitedly, throwing her long arms in the air. Dark eyes sparkled like she was seeing stars. She seemingly spoke to all of us, but her gaze was on me.
″I believe you must be mistaking us for someone else,” Charles said curtly, stepping to put his body between the newcomer and me. “Have a good evening.”
The woman bent over, hands on her knees, and tried to catch her breath. “No, no, I have been waiting for you.” She turned her head to the side, a piece of blonde hair falling loose, and met Charles’ golden eyes. “Charles DuPree, right?”
If my eyebrows went up any farther, they would’ve been in my hairline. First and last name—that was more than an educated guess.
″Look,” Molly began, “we don’t know where your monkeys are, lady. But good luck with that.”
The woman guffawed as she stood up straight. “No, Molly—you are the monkeys!”
This was quickly becoming one of the strangest conversations I’d ever had. With Gaige as my best friend, that was saying something. Yet I had a feeling there was sense laying under her senseless words. Her eyes were too sharp, and her smile too knowing.
″Like in Gibraltar,” the woman continued. She said it like that would clear up any lingering confusion. “Have you never been? It is beautiful if you ever have the chance.”
My eyes traveled around my huddle of friends, and then to the monkey lady. A crowd was beginning to gather, drawn by the spectacle. If we attracted too much more attention, Cyrus might show up before we had a chance to send for him. Four battered people in ancient riding clothes being called monkeys in the middle of the French Quarter was just the sort of quirky thing that changed the history books.
Amusement and alarm warred on Gaige’s face, while Charles was firmly in the latter category. Molly kept blinking like maybe the next time that she opened her eyes the woman would be gone.
″You’ve been to Gibraltar?” Gaige asked as though that was the big takeaway from all this.
The woman smiled warmly. “Come inside. I have just made tea. Oh, and Liza picked up fresh beignets this morning. We have plenty left. We should speak privately.”
All four of us hesitated. We didn’t know this strange woman. She could have been an emissary working on behalf of Baylarian. She did live at the address in his letter and knew our names. That wasn’t a coincidence.
″I get that you think you know us, but we’re not your monkeys,” Gaige said, his tone firm, no-nonsense, and very un-Gaige-like. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to get to where we’re going. And you clearly need to find a zoo.”
The woman’s smile grew mischievous. “Oh, but you are—Gaige, right? Please, come inside. We have been waiting a very long time for you.”
And to think I was just about to agree to the tea and beignets, I thought.
″Who is ‘we’?” I demanded.
Molly put a hand on my arm in warning.
″The other alchemists,” the woman said with a laugh, clearly delighted at our collective befuddlement. She gestured toward the red door. “We have been expecting the four of you for quite some time.”
Still, none of us moved. My roommate pursed her lips. Charles slipped his hand in mine and squeezed, letting me know that the two of us were in this together—whatever this was. They were both leaning toward taking the chance this woman was truly an alchemist and following her through the red door. I was, too. Only Gaige remained against the idea. One look at my hopeful expression and he caved with a dramatic sigh.
″Fine. But if this goes badly, I will haunt your ass, Stass,” he said pointedly. “Ghosts are even realer than werewolves and vampires. I would delight in torturing you in my afterlife.”
″That’s fair,” I agreed.
Charles held onto my hand as we followed the woman through the red door. We entered into a small foyer with a set of steps leading to a second floor and a short hallway that, presumably, led to the music store. The woman started up the staircase.
″Is this a customs station?” I asked, hesitating only long enough to take in the general layout of the first level.
″It is. We are a slow one, not many runners come through here. Our main assignment has been monkey-watch for years.”
It was the third mention of the length of time she had been looking for the monkeys. Gaige picked up on it too and couldn’t help but ask, “Yeah, so you keep saying. How long are we talking? Three years? Five years?”
The woman paused and glanced over her shoulder. “I believe it’s been twelve years.”
Twelve? The exact number of years after our target destination in which we landed. What were the odds? About as likely as us stumbling across a customs station when we were utterly destitute….
Except, we hadn’t stumbled across the customs station. Baylarian had sent us here. My decision to follow the stranger suddenly seemed hasty. Three of the four of us had lowered our defenses the instant she said “alchemist.” That one word had inspired a degree of unquestionable trust.
″Who assigned you to be a lookout?” I asked as the woman reached the second-floor landing.
She eyed me curiously, and then gave a soft chuckle. “Where are my manners?” The woman thrust a hand in my direction. “Elizebeth Werlein. I am the junior most alchemist at the New Orleans customs station.”
I didn’t reciprocate the greeting. “Who asked you to be a lookout?” I repeated.
She looked from me to each of my friends. “Oh, I see. This is a test.” The alchemist smiled smugly. “Cyrus Atlic, of course. Did you expect someone else was searching the timewaves for you?”
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Two

New Orleans, Louisiana January 14, 1920


“Follow me. Let’s have a look at your injuries.” Elizebeth lead us down a short hallway. “What happened to you lot, anyway?”
″It’s a long story,” I muttered. Charles kept a firm grip on my hand, as if afraid that I might vanish if he didn’t anchor me to this time and place. “And I’m fine. Really. Our injuries are all patched up.”
″If that were true, you would not have pain lines between your eyebrows,” the alchemist replied.
″Do we trust her?” Molly stage-whispered.
Elizebeth chuckled but gave no verbal response.
″I’m not sure we have a choice,” I replied.
The alchemist stopped in front of a set of open doors and gestured us inside. “This is the parlor,” she announced, waving her hand like a tour guide.
Velvet upholstered furniture in dark shades made the open room feel smaller than it was. A fainting couch was perfectly positioned below a window so that the occupant could take a nap if they became exhausted watching the activity on Bourbon Street. Beneath a second window there was a daybed, in case the Nosy Nancy had a partner in crime. French doors led to the balcony where we’d first spotted Elizebeth. Or rather, where she had first spotted us. Soft jazz music played from a Victrola in the corner beside an ornate cabinet.
I sat on the fainting couch, relieved to have a break. Charles lifted my injured leg out straight and propped my foot on a stool.
″This is unnecessary,” I argued. My protests grew feeble when I looked down at my thigh; the fabric of my riding pants was wet with blood. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”
Elizebeth grabbed bandages and an assortment of vials from an armoire. She set the supplies beside me before going to fetch a bowl of warm water and towels. For reasons that made sense to everyone else, it was decided they would cut my pants around the injury. I didn’t care enough by that point to protest. Jane’s broach was tucked safely in my top, so it was still secure.
″Who treated this wound?” Elizebeth demanded. “It looks to be infected.”
″No. My leg looked….” I trailed off when I caught sight of the discolored skin around a fresh-looking cut. The wound had reopened; the quick fix from London hadn’t held up during the jump.
 Charles gripped my hand while Molly played nurse to Elizebeth’s doctor. Gaige stood near the balcony doors, staring out at Bourbon Street and chewing his thumbnail.
″I’ve never seen you this worried,” I called to him.
Elizebeth pressed the wet washcloth to my leg. The pain made my vision go fuzzy for a brief second. Charles squeezed my hand harder, his golden-brown gaze full of concern.
″Drink this,” Elizebeth ordered, handing me a small brown bottle.
″What is it?” I asked.
″It will help with the pain,” she replied, eyes focused on my leg. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she added, right before she poured a horrible smelling green liquid over the cut she’d just cleaned.
I howled. It felt like my leg was on fire, the flames boring deep into my bones. Charles snatched the bottle from my hand, yanked off the stopper, and held it to my lips. Whatever Elizebeth had given me for pain tasted as bad as the disinfectant she was using smelled. The combination of the sensations had me seeing stars.
Gaige was at my other side in flash. “Jeez, Stass. You trying to summon the wolves in the Bayou?” he joked. As much as it seemed insensitive, I knew he was simply trying to bring levity to distract me.
I gritted my teeth as the liquid pain reliever slowly spread through my system. The drug was fast-acting, most likely something from my home time. Before Elizebeth had the needle and thread out, my muscles had gone slack.
″Woah. What are you doing?” Gaige demanded.
″Sutures. That wound needs to be closed properly. Stand back, please?”
Gaige hesitated. “What about medical glue? If this is really a customs station, you should have first-aid stuff from our time.”
″It’s fine. Just do it,” I interjected.
″Stass, she’s gonna, like…sew you shut,” Gaige protested.
″Being glued shut doesn’t sound much better,” I pointed out.
Elizebeth didn’t wait for further approval. The needle felt like a mosquito bite when it pierced my skin. I felt the tug of the thread but no more pain when she made the sutures. The haze inside my head thickened as the customs agent wrapped my thigh in clean bandages. There was some talk about letting me rest, but the voices sounded very far away. I didn’t really care one way or the other. My eyelids were so heavy.
How appropriate that I’m on a fainting couch, I thought and giggled at idea of passing out on a fainting couch.
Someone, Charles by the smell of him, carried me down a hallway and laid me on a canopied bed. Sunlight streamed in through a floor-to-ceiling window. I groaned, and the offensive light disappeared. Then, I slept.

″Hey, sleepyhead, feeling better?” Molly asked brightly.
I blinked haze from my eyes. “I had the worst dream,” I groaned.
″Was it that we fled the sixteenth century in favor of 1908 New Orleans? But instead of 1908, we landed in 1920? Then some woman called us monkeys, claimed to be an alchemist, and then drugged you with liquid heroin to sew you shut?” She blew on a mug of coffee that smelled like caffeine heaven.
I struggled to sit up. “How’d you guess?” I asked around a yawn. “And please tell me you’re kidding about the liquid heroin.”
″I am, sort of. It was actually a liquid form of the medicine they gave me on Branson after I was burned at the stake.”
I reached for her coffee, which she handed over with only a little reluctance. “So, does that mean she really is an alchemist? This really is a customs station?”
″You all are a very suspicious lot.”
Molly and I turned in unison to find Elizebeth standing in the doorway.
″Yes, I really am an alchemist. Yes, this really is a customs station. And no, I don’t know anyone named Baylarian. Mr. Koppelman already asked me.” She crossed her long arms over her chest and frowned. “Several times, in fact.”
″Gaige is thorough like that,” I muttered apologetically. “Have you, um, sent word to Cyrus about our arrival?” I sipped the coffee. It tasted better than it smelled. Rich chicory flavors washed over my taste buds and invigorated my senses.
Elizebeth walked over and drew back the curtains. The sun had set while I slept, but the lights of Bourbon Street burned brightly.
″I have not,” the woman admitted, her eyes darting toward Molly.
I frowned at my roommate. “What’s going on?” My gaze returned to Elizebeth. “Where are the guys?”
″Charles and Gaige are playing in wardrobe,” Molly answered with an eyeroll. “They thought you’d be asleep a little longer.”
For the first time I noticed the simple cotton dress my roommate was wearing. Most of my fashion knowledge of the 1920s was Paris-related, but the dress was definitely not something seen on the streets of the stylish French capitol. It looked a lot like the one Elizebeth wore, so I could only assume it was appropriate for the time period.
″It was a group decision to wait to notify Cyrus that we were here. Once he arrives…,” Molly shook her head, “he’s going to drag us back to Branson. He might even put us in runner jail. Who knows? But he’s not going to let us stay to find the brothers. And then we’ll never find Tessa.”
I didn’t miss the fact that she referred to Edward and Richard as brothers, not princes. It seemed my friends had told Elizebeth part of the story behind our trip to New Orleans but not all.
″We don’t know how long it might take to find the brothers,” I pointed out.
Elizebeth cleared her throat. “I might be able to help with that.”
I frowned. “What all have they told you?” My gaze shot over to Molly with an accusatory stare.
Elizebeth waved her hand, as if waving off my concerns. “They only told me that you are here looking for two brothers named Edward and Richard that would be in their early twenties. I happen to know two young men fitting that description,” she offered.
″You just so happen to know the guys we’re looking for?” The question came out sounding snottier than I’d intended. Still, it did seem awfully coincidental. Then again, Baylarian had sent us to this address for a reason. Did he want us to find the princes?
″New Orleans is a small community, dear,” Elizebeth said. She perched on the edge of the bed. “I am told the young men you are looking for were likely adopted as boys; that alone narrows the possibilities greatly. The Fontenots happen to have adopted two boys they called Richard and Edward. They also happen to have grown up down the street from me.”
It was too good to be true, which made me wary. Nevertheless, hope bubbled up inside of me for the first time since landing in New Orleans.
″Do you know where they are now?” I asked, praying I didn’t sound as desperate to her ears as I did to my own.
Elizebeth smoothed her blonde hair. “Edward Fontenot entered the priesthood when he became of age. He works at Kingsley House, on the corner of Constance and Richard Streets in the Lower Garden District. You should be able to find him there any day of the week. As for Richard,” she pursed her lips. “You can find him at any bar in the Quarter. At least for the next few nights. After that…,” she shrugged. “Who knows what will become of the dewdropper.”
Dewdropper was not a term I was familiar with, but that wasn’t the important part of her comment. “Next few nights?” I repeated.
″Prohibition, dear,” Elizebeth said with a knowing smile. “It goes into effect in New Orleans in two days. Until then, I can only assume Richard and Scott will be making the most of the time they have to get publicly inebriated.”
Prohibition. Right. That was a thing in the United States in the 1920s. Honestly, I didn’t know much about the years where the sale of alcohol was illegal in America. According to a movie Gaige made me watch, the mafia controlled the contraband market. And there was a rumor around Branson that Cyrus’ ancestors ran one of the biggest bootlegging operations in the country during prohibition. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that bit of gossip about my boss was true.
While prohibition probably wouldn’t affect our mission one way or the other, had Elizebeth not told us, Gaige probably would’ve gotten arrested for bootlegging somehow. Honestly, I wasn’t ruling it out as a possibility.
″Who’s Scott?” Molly asked. “You didn’t mention him earlier.”
″I don’t know much about the young man, except to say he is a notorious drunk. I hear he aspires to write the great American novel.”
Cold washed over me, and I took another sip of Molly’s coffee to warm my insides. “You don’t mean Scott Fitzgerald, do you?”
I did the math in my head. We’d met F. Scott Fitzgerald in 1925 Paris, when he was in his mid-twenties. Which would have made him roughly nineteen or twenty in 1920. I knew he’d been in America prior to traveling to Paris, but I didn’t know where precisely he’d been in 1920. If it was New Orleans, this run had just gotten a lot trickier.
Elizebeth frowned. “How did you know?”
I sighed. “Because he does write the great American novel. One of them anyway. I went to the book launch Gertrude Stein threw for him. Well, will throw for him? Whatever.”
″You have met Scott Fitzgerald before?” Elizebeth asked, though she nodded her understanding.
″Yeah. But in this time, he hasn’t met me yet.”
″He is not far off from our first encounter,” Charles interjected. He and Gaige entered the bedroom, both wearing loose cotton shirts with suspenders. Gaige had on a pageboy hat like the one worn by the shopkeeper who’d helped us with directions.
″Shite. That’s right. You actually know him, know him.” I turned to Elizebeth and explained. “They were friends.” 
″Friends might be a strong word. More like social acquaintances,” Charles corrected me. “We attended the same parties and functions, but I can’t say he remembered my name most of the time. Of course, when we first met, he swore we’d once drank absinthe together before.”
The coffee in my stomach soured. Had Charles told this anecdote at any point prior to the current conversation, I would have chalked it up to the fact Fitzgerald went through life with perpetual liquor goggles. After a few shots of true absinthe, he wouldn’t have been able to recall whether his companion was human, let alone if it was Charles.
The only problem was that by coming to 1920 New Orleans, we had made it possible for Fitzgerald’s words to be true.
″I assure you, if you encounter him with Richard Fontenot, neither man will remember you once sober,” Elizebeth said dryly.” She stood, her head almost even with Gaige’s. “If the matter is settled for tonight, you all should stay here. It’s safe. There is food in the pantry. I must return home to my children, but I will be back first thing in the morning. If you need anything, you may ring my house. I have left instructions beside the telephone downstairs.”
″What about the other alchemists? Aren’t they going to wonder why we’re here and why no one has sent word to Cyrus?” I asked.
Elizebeth’s eyes sparkled. “Leave them to me.”
″And what about you?” Gaige asked. He’d let down his guard some, but he was still suspicious of the alchemist. “Why are you willing to go behind Cyrus’ back?”
Her smile was equal parts amused and wistful. “I have sat on the balcony every day for three years waiting for the four of you to arrive. Now, you are here. If I don’t help you, all that time was a waste. And I would hate to have wasted any of my limited time in this world.”
Elizebeth showed Gaige and Charles to their room, indicating Molly and I could share the one we were already in. Once the alchemist was gone, the four of us headed to the pantry to scrounge up some food. The coffee had done wonders to clear the lingering brain fog from the drugs Elizebeth had given me, but my gut was still hollow and empty. It was then that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.
Unfortunately, when Elizebeth had said there was food in the pantry, what she meant was that there were ingredients. We stared at the bags of flour, sugar, beans, and oats and then around at one another.
″Sure, let’s just whip up some muffins,” Molly muttered.
″She expects us to…cook?” Horror radiated from every pore of Gaige’s being, like this was the worst possible scenario he could’ve imagined.
″There are a few bars nearby. We can pick up food to go,” I suggested.
″Is that a thing?” Molly asked. “I mean, have to-go containers been invented yet?”
I shrugged and shifted my weight to my good leg. “No idea.”
We all turned to Charles. Of the four of us, he was the only one with experience in 1920. He shook his head.
″No. As you all say, it is not a thing yet,” he said.
As if on cue, my stomach growled.
″It’s fine. We can sit down and eat somewhere,” I began. Then, I remembered we were broke. “You know, with the money we don’t have.”
″We’re in a customs station. There’s got to be money here somewhere,” Molly replied pragmatically.
″It doesn’t matter,” Gaige interrupted. “Stass, you can’t leave the house. Baylarian knows you’re here.”
″Baylarian also gave us this address,” I pointed out. “He knows we’re here.”
Gaige wrinkled his nose. “Okay, so maybe we shouldn’t stay here either. Molly’s right. We take some money and—”
″No,” I cut him off mid ramble. “We need Elizebeth’s help.”
″She’s told us enough to find Richard and Edward.” Gaige crossed his arms over his chest. “This conspiracy doesn’t need any more participants.”
″Okay, first of all, it’s not a conspiracy. Secondly, we just debated whether to-go food was a thing yet.”
Gaige looked confused, so I pressed forward.
″My point is that we don’t know anything about this time period. Elizebeth does. Plus, she is an alchemist; she has resources that we need. We won’t have those if we ditch her.”
No one spoke for several awkward moments. My thigh was throbbing again, though the sensation was more annoying than painful. Despite the emptiness of my stomach, food held little appeal.
Too many bad thoughts, ideas of just how wrong this unauthorized run could go, ran through my head. All the signs pointed to trouble ahead. We’d been in New Orleans less than twelve hours and both the questions and obstacles were already piling up. Baylarian was in the city. I would have bet my bank account he had been on Toulouse Street when we exited the theater. And he knew exactly where we were that very minute.
Then there was Cyrus. Facing my boss was nearly as terrifying a prospect as facing Baylarian. How was I going to explain my actions? What excuse was I going to give him for breaking a dozen or more syndicate laws? The truth wasn’t an option, because the truth was that I was running on wild theories and gut instinct. The truth was that I had made a lot of rash, foolish decisions.
Cyrus might take pity and only send us to runner timeout—as opposed to runner jail—as long as we didn’t disturb the timeline. But he wouldn’t hesitate to throw us in cells on Baylarian’s block at Briar Grove if we did.
My friends had known the risks when they agreed to come with me. And they’d taken on the burden that should have been mine alone to bear. I was the one being reckless. They were just being loyal.
″Elizebeth can help us minimize our impact in this time period,” I said softly. “She can help to make sure we don’t cause a meaningful disturbance.”
Time was flexible, but it also wanted to happen. Small disturbances were equalized or corrected easily. Big disturbances required big offsets to right the field. Time travel aficionados believed no less than three major wars, two notable floods, one very destructive fire, and the second-worst world pandemic to date were all byproducts of time trying to find balance after a major disruption. That was why runners went through such rigorous training; we had to reduce the risk of altering the past in such a way that the ripples broke the future. It was also why Cyrus and Flamel personally reviewed every single request the syndicate received and then conferred with historians before agreeing to take a job.
″She can buy us a few days with the other alchemists so we can send a message to Cyrus when we’re ready.” My eyes cut to Charles’s handsome face. “Sorry, I haven’t asked—how are you feeling?”
His smile lit up my grim mood. “Perfectly well, thank you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Liar.” I turned back to the group, and my expression turned serious again. “Should we vote?”
Molly shook her head. “No need. I’m with you. We should stay here and let Elizebeth help us find Richard and Edward.” Her tone suggested we were doing the alchemist a favor instead of the other way around.
Gaige frowned and held up a hand. “No, let’s vote. Because I think we should raid customs, snag some cash, and get a hotel. Staying here is obviously what Baylarian wants you to do, Stass. If we stay, you’re taking his dangling worm. Do you want to be a fish?”
″Or, maybe, that’s just what he wants us to think? So we’ll leave,” Molly retorted. “Have you considered that?”
The question was meant for Gaige, but I pondered the answer. Baylarian was definitely playing mind games, but he preferred riddles to reverse psychology. He sent the letter because he wanted me to find the customs station. Why he’d helped us out was an issue I could have debated internally for years to come and probably never fully understand.
″The dude’s not all there, Molls. You’re giving Baylarian more credit than he deserves,” Gaige responded.
″We don’t know that,” I interjected. “We don’t know anything about his mental state. We don’t know anything at all about this version of Baylarian, except that he has yet to become the Night Gentleman.”
″Unless he escaped in the future,” Gaige argued. Despite his words, the doubtful expression on my partner’s face suggested he wasn’t loving his own theory. “I hkirison breaks are going around lately.”
″No way.” Molly shook her head, echoing my thoughts. “No one has ever escaped from Briar Grove.”
Low blood sugar made me impatient. “Agreed. Baylarian—the one we met in Paris—is in jail in 2463.” I tried not to sound as irritated as I felt. “Baylarian left the note with the courier service before his Paris murder spree. That’s the only explanation that makes any sense.”
″Okay, fine. So what?” Gaige demanded. “That doesn’t make the fact he wants you here, at this address, any less scary. I still vote we leave before a serial killer knocks on the door and asks to be let in for tea and crumpets.”
″This is New Orleans,” Molly muttered. “It would be coffee and beignets.”
″He isn’t a killer yet,” I shot at Gaige. A part of me did worry that was untrue, but it was the only thing that made any sense. We knew nothing of Baylarian’s life prior to Paris, except that a good part of it had taken place in a time other than 1925. Just because he had yet to dress up like a comic book villain and dub himself the Night Gentleman didn’t mean Baylarian had yet to commit murder. He was a wildcard that couldn’t be controlled.
Gaige was shaking his head emphatically. “Yet. That’s the keyword, Stass. Yet,” he repeated. “And that’s not a verified fact. Maybe he killed hundreds of people before Paris. We don’t know. We literally don’t know anything about him.”
I threw my hands up in the air. “That’s the point. We don’t know, Gaige. We don’t know anything. Elizebeth does. I would rather take the chance we’re playing right into Baylarian’s grand plan than increase the risk we’re about to break time.”
″Okay. Let’s everyone take a breather,” Charles suggested, stepping in as the voice of reason. “We’re all on the same side.”
″Chuck’s right,” Molly agreed. “And I think we all agree that the Baylarian who wrote the note is pre-Paris Baylarian.” She glanced pointedly at Gaige, who gave a reluctant nod. Then she turned her blue eyes on me. “And I think we can all agree that Baylarian didn’t send us to a customs station with an alchemist who happens to know the princes out of the goodness of his deranged heart.”
I too nodded reluctant agreement.
″Staying here has its risk,” Molly continued. “Leaving here has its risk.” Her gaze landed on Charles, and she cocked her hip and arched an eyebrow in his direction. “What do you say, Chuck?”
He averted his golden eyes, and I knew he was about to side with Gaige even before the words left his mouth. Apparently, so did Molly.
″Whatever. It doesn’t matter. Even if Chuck votes with Gaige,” she gestured first to me and then herself, “I’m voting with Stassi. We win, four to two. We’re staying put.”
Gaige’s eyes narrowed. “Where did you learn math? That makes zero sense.”
Molly sighed as though she couldn’t believe she was being asked to explain something so obvious. “It’s chromosome math. You get one vote for every X you have. We each have two. You each have one.”
″That seems rather discriminatory, doesn’t it?” Charles asked, staring at my roommate like he wasn’t sure whether she was serious. She was. Molly’s twisted logic was better than Gaige could ever hope to achieve.
She shrugged. “Well, I’m pretty sure only Y chromosomes get to vote for elected officials in this time period; I call fairsies.” She brightened and pointed at a bag of rice in the pantry. “Oh, look. I can cook that. And it can’t be that hard to boil beans.” Her face screwed up in thought. “Do you boil beans? How does that work you guys think? Where is the self-cooker? Or even a microwave? Do they have those?”
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One of the things I loved most about Molly was that she always gave every task her all—no challenge was too great. Cooking in the small kitchen of the second-floor apartment on Bourbon Street was no different. The rice was crunchy and tasted a little off, but it was edible. The beans were hard and lukewarm, but also edible. And the leftover beignets Charles found tucked inside a breadbox were stale. Nonetheless, the meal did help even out my calorie deficiency, and that was all that truly mattered.
Sleep didn’t come right away. I was too hyped on caffeine and possibilities, most of which I feared would give me nightmares when I did finally close my eyes.
Once we talk to the princes, we’ll send for Cyrus, I kept telling myself. As though that might lessen the guilt. How much trouble could we really cause in a few days?
Unfortunately, the answer was a lot. Particularly with F. Scott Fitzgerald in play. Having met him already in the timeline of my life but not his meant we needed to tread lightly. Molly would have to take the lead to cajole Richard away from Fitzgerald so we could talk to the prince; any of the rest of us would destroy the fact we met him in 1926…unless he didn’t remember. That was fine. My roommate was plenty capable of getting a man alone, but it was one thing for Fitzgerald to see Gaige and me from a distance. We would again cross his path in five years—in his lifeline—but the encounters would not be in depth. Unless we royally effed up in New Orleans, Fitzgerald would not remember our two nameless faces from a crowd when he saw them again in Paris.
Charles on the other hand…that was trickier.
Under ordinary circumstances, runners were not permitted to visit time periods where a previous version of themselves existed. Time didn‘t like it, and the consequences were unpredictable with a chance for disaster. The fact Charles’ younger self lived in Paris with the DuPrees helped mitigate the risk. At least, that was how I rationalized it in my head. Truthfully, until Elizebeth mentioned Fitzgerald, I had not considered the fact a younger version of Charles was alive in the early 1900s.
In a time before commercial air travel was all the rage, Paris and New Orleans were exceptionally far apart, I kept telling myself. Charles would not encounter the younger version of himself. Of that I was confident. As long as Charles steered clear of the future novelist, everything would be fine.
But I couldn’t forget what Charles had said about the first time he met Fitzgerald. Had the writer truly recognized him?
Is that even possible? I chewed my nail absently and stared out the window at the blanket of fog covering the sleeping city. A cold breeze wrapped around my neck like a scarf, though the window and door were closed.
My hand found the locket resting beneath my nightgown. The metal warmed beneath my touch.
″Stass? You gonna come to bed? I don’t bite.” Molly yawned. “Unless you’re into that. Gaige likes it when—”
″Please don’t say his name and bed that close together ever again,” I interjected, my eyes on the Louisiana night sky. Three stars shone brightly through the haze. Maybe I was reaching, but in that moment, it felt like a sign. One star for me, one for my mother, and one for my father. I knew nothing about the latter, but maybe I could change that.
Because you don’t have enough going on, I chastised myself.
″All the same problems are still going to be here in the morning,” Molly replied, ignoring my comment altogether.
I sighed. “Yeah. I know. Probably some new ones, too.”
The star on the left began to flicker, growing brighter until it finally fell from the sky. I didn’t know whether to make a wish or cross myself. Both options felt equally appropriate.
″We’ll take this one day at time. The rest of today is for sleeping. I knew I shouldn’t have given you that coffee.”
I forced a smile, finally tearing my gaze away from the heavens. “Your mistake was trying to cook,” I teased gently.
″Want me to switch rooms with Chuck?” she offered. “Maybe he can exhaust you enough to sleep.”
Using the arms of the rocking chair, I pushed to my feet. I limped a little on my way to join Molly in our canopy bed. “Nah. Let him have his bro time with Gaige,” I replied as Molly held up the covers and I climbed beneath.
″Probably for the best. You don’t snore nearly as loud as Gaige,” she said around a yawn. “Just don’t hog the blankets. It’s so cold in here. I thought Louisiana was hot.”
A shiver ran through my body as though to prove her point. The bedroom had grown chilly. In a house without central heating and cooling, that was probably normal, I decided. The temperature drop inside our room was just the result of the cold night air outside.
″It’s January,” I muttered. The feather pillow was so soft beneath my head. I closed my eyes. “Night, Molls.”
″Night, Stass. We’ll get answers about your mom,” she added the last part in a whisper.
I said nothing. Molly sounded so confident that I didn’t dare voice my doubts. Charles had a piece of the jewelry too, and he hadn’t been able to help me figure out what happened to my mother. Why should I believe the princes would be any different?
I didn’t know at exactly what point I feel asleep. All I knew for sure was that I did. I dreamt of a man so pale that his skin was nearly translucent. His eyes glowed beneath painted on black eyebrows. We danced beneath a full moon while wolves howled a song for us somewhere in the distance. Gray and white wisps of smoke swirled around us, slowly taking the take of people. The pale man held me closer, and I breathed in his scent, which was something along the lines of Eau de Bacon.
The man’s mouth moved to my ear. “Let me be your tour guide,” he rasped.
Heart pounding, I jolted awake to find Elizebeth standing beside the bed with her hands on her hips.
″Hey,” I grumbled.
″Hey?” she repeated the word like it was offensive. “Try good morning.”
″That too,” I muttered, rolling over onto my back.
Beside me, Molly sat up and rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”
″Seven,” Elizebeth informed us.
Too early, I thought.
″It has occurred to me that you all are as lost in this time period as I would be in yours,” the alchemist continued in her no-nonsense tone. “I understand you normally meet with historians to learn about the time and location of your runs prior to embarking on one.”
″Do you have a historian in your pocket?” Molly asked.
Elizebeth pursed her lips. “I don’t need a historian. I live here. This is my home time. I know more about New Orleans than any scholar from the twenty-fifth century.”
I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Are you saying you want to give us a crash course?”
She looked down at my injured thigh. The thin nightgown I was wearing showed the outline of the bandages.
″How are you feeling today?” Elizebeth asked.
I stood and put some weight on my hurt leg. “Better.”
″I will change your bandages if you like?” she offered.
″I can manage myself,” I assured her.
Elizebeth turned and started for the door. “Get dressed and we can discuss the plan for the day over breakfast,” she called over her shoulder.
The woman reminded me a little of Cyrus. She was no-nonsense and straight to the point. She was also very take-charge. All of which were traits I liked. Particularly after our last few encounters with shady alchemists.
″I think I like her,” Molly announced after Elizebeth was gone. She reconsidered. “Well, I don’t hate her at least.”
″Let’s see what she has for breakfast, then I’ll give my verdict,” I replied.
Molly sniffed the air and gave a small, pleased moan. “Bacon by the smell of it.”
My stomach twisted as the dream came back to me. “For her sake, there had better be sausage too.”
I wanted to take a shower, but a bathtub was my only option, and that sounded like a lot of work. Instead, I settled for a bowl of warm water and a few washcloths. The dress Molly selected for me was nothing special, but it was loose and comfortable and hid my fresh bandages. 
In addition to the two bedrooms, parlor, and kitchen, the customs station apartment had a formal dining room with windows that overlooked a small courtyard behind the building. The guys and Elizebeth were already seated at a long, oval table, the alchemist at the head. Charles stood until Molly and I took the two remaining empty places at the table.
″How are you feeling today?” he asked.
I smiled. “Better,” I repeated.
A girl in her late teens appeared in the doorway with a silver carafe in one hand and a glass pitcher in the other. 
″This is Peggy,” Elizebeth announced loudly. “Her parents ran this customs station for over twenty years. Now, her sister Liza oversees the operations here.”
″Way to spring another alchemist on us,” Molly muttered. Her tone was just loud enough for everyone, including Peggy, to hear.
″Alchemist-in-training, miss,” the teenager said as she poured coffee into my waiting mug.
I knew we would meet the other alchemists sooner rather than later, but I had assumed Elizebeth would give us some warning first. Trainees weren’t privy to much information about runs or runners and knew better than to ask questions. They often did things like run errands and clean the customs station, a lot like any kid might to help the family business. Those nearing graduation from trainee to customs agent would shadow older alchemists during styling sessions with runners, but that was about the most contact they ever had with us.
Still, like Gaige had said, this conspiracy didn’t need any more coconspirators. Just knowing we were in
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