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DEDICATION

To my father, from whom I learned to love to read,

and to my mother, from whom I learned to love to write 
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CHAPTER ONE

On a warm December day in 1884, the Temptation was leaving Hawaii, as well as the nineteenth century, and her destination was entirely in my hands. 

At least, it was in my hands metaphorically speaking. Although I’d spent the entire morning poring over the maps in the captain’s extensive collection, I hadn’t yet been able to decide on a time and place for us to visit next. I always plotted our routes, and it didn’t usually take so long. But today was different—today was special. Today, my father had finally weighed anchor on the past, and the future unrolled before me, vast as the Pacific.

It was a heady thought, even for a time traveler. Just yesterday, I hadn’t been certain I had a future. But when Slate had renounced his quest to undo my mother’s death—and thus, my own birth—the burden of an uncertain fate had lifted away. An infinite freedom had flooded in to take its place. I might go anywhere from here. The horizon was bright and boundless; there was nothing to hold me back. It was a thrilling luxury, and strange—endless choices, and all of them mine to make. 

“Is that our next map, amira?” Kashmir’s voice pulled me back to the present—Kashmir, the one thing I was certain about. He’d been watching me work, perched backward on the captain’s chair. The breeze through the deadlights stirred in his dark curls; for a moment, my hands itched to brush them out of his eyes. 

Instead, I ran my fingers over the surface of the tattered map I held. The Fastitocalon, the giant, mythical sea turtle that ancient mariners often mistook for an island—that is, until the moment it woke and dove under the waves, dragging foolish sailors down with it. “It’s intriguing,” I said with some regret, refolding the leather along the creases. “But much too mythological.”

“Too mythological?” Kashmir laughed. “I never thought I’d hear you say that!”

“Well.” I couldn’t help it—I glanced back over my shoulder. Kashmir followed my gaze to the bunk. Blake Hart was still sleeping there, his face paler than usual; that was the blood loss. The young aristocrat from Honolulu had nearly died last night, taking a bullet meant for me. Thank all the gods for the healing spring. Blake’s presence aboard the ship was a reminder that my choices had consequences—I had to temper my excitement with caution. “It’s not just about me.” 

Before Kash could respond, the captain’s voice floated in through the open door. “Nixie?”

At the foot of the bed, Billie the beagle lifted her head at my father’s call, but I ignored the both of them in favor of the rolled parchments in the cupboards. Someplace more historical might be less alien to Blake—after all, he’d never before left Hawaii, much less his own timeline. Here, Paris at the fin-de-siècle. But wasn’t that rather glitzy after nineteenth-century Honolulu? Not to mention drowning in absinthe and opium, which presented a different sort of danger. It was only this morning that the captain had thrown his box of pills and potions overboard. Best not to steer us back to that port. I slid the map back onto the shelf. 

“Are you looking for someplace perfect?” There was humor in Kashmir’s voice—it was an old joke between us. 

“You know there’s no such place. But—” 

“Nixie!”

“Just a minute, Dad!” Turning back to the maps, thoughts collided in my mind—France and artists and islands—ah, yes. The South Pacific, 1901. “Some places come close.”

Kash stood to look over my shoulder—near enough that I could feel the warmth of his skin. I swallowed, trying to keep the map from trembling. It was a lovely one, labeled in French and decorated with a fanciful drawing of a kraken. No . . . I squinted. Wasn’t there a Tahitian octopus demon? Rogo-Tumu-Here . . . that was him, there, his many arms wrapped around the compass rose. 

“Not another island paradise!” Kashmir rolled his eyes, and I bit my lip. Though I knew he was only teasing, our time in Hawaii hadn’t been spent lounging on balmy beaches under sunny skies. We’d been coaxed into an act of piracy there—a plot against the crown in exchange for the map my father needed. And in the fallout, we’d nearly lost the ship, the map . . . and each other. But that was all behind us now. In Tahiti, we could rest. Recover. And make new plans. 

“Hopefully this version of paradise has fewer metaphorical serpents,” I said at last.

“I suppose I can work on my tan there,” Kashmir said, flexing his golden arms. “I hear it’s the custom to pearl dive nude.”

“Are you considering a career change?”

“You have to admit, the uniform is attractive.” He winked outrageously and I blushed, grinning. “And who knows?” he added then. “If I pick enough pearls, maybe we can afford our own ship someday.”

“A ship?” I blinked at him. That had been our plan—to set out on our own, to point our prow toward the far horizon, steered by the winds of fate. That was only yesterday, before my father had set me free, before I’d known that he still needed me near. But the thought was no less tempting now. “Someday.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Someday soon?”

“I hope so.” My hand crept to the pearl pendant at my throat—the necklace Kashmir had given me. Kashmir, my best friend, my crewmate. Kash, whose green eyes were a mystery and whose lips, I had discovered quite recently, tasted of oranges. 

Gently, I laid the map of Tahiti down on the drafting table. Were there oranges there, in the high valleys? But maybe I didn’t need a map to find paradise. I turned back to Kashmir. He cocked his head, and then those lips curved into a smile. He was so close. All I had to do was take a breath and lean in—

“Nix!”

Kash and I sprang apart. My father was standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the sunlight. “What do you want, Slate?” I said, half exasperated, half grinning, but my smile slid away when he stepped into the cabin.

At first I thought he’d been crying—his eyes were wet, gleaming—but when I recognized the other signs, my stomach sank. His blond hair was damp and lank with sweat, and there was the slouch that signaled the ache in his shoulders. His broad hands, usually so sure on the wheel, were palsied with tremors that occasionally traveled all the way up his arms. Usually, at times like these, he would make a beeline for the box of opium that used to be under his bed.

Nervously, I smoothed the curling edges of the map. We were sailing into uncharted territory.

Beside me, Kash stood at attention, his expression bland, though his eyes were troubled. “Aye, Captain?”

Slate didn’t spare him a look. “Did you hear me, Nix?” His voice was shockingly loud in the cabin. I shot a meaningful glance back toward Blake, but he hadn’t stirred, and the captain didn’t seem to notice. “Why didn’t you answer?” 

“I—I didn’t have an answer until just now.”

“Okay.” He swiped his lips with the back of his hand, as though the word had left a residue. “Is it far?”

“French Tahiti. Only fifteen years from this timeline. Should be easy passage.” I frowned at him as he approached the map with uneven steps. He’d never asked that before. “Why?”

“It’s just a question!” Slate gripped the corners of the desk as he peered at the map. Sweat shone on his brow despite the cool trade winds blowing through the deadlights, and his pupils—black moons—eclipsed the icy blue of his eyes. “What?” he said, and I jumped. The edge in his voice was sharp, serrated. “Why are you staring at me?”

I opened my mouth, but what could I say? He’d gotten rid of the box for me too, and his symptoms were to be expected. This was only a minor obstacle on our way to a bright future. We would get through this, and on the other side, everything would be better. 

Wouldn’t it? 

“Nothing, Captain.”

After a long silence, he turned back to the map. “Get on deck, the both of you,” he muttered, tapping his fingers on the edge of the drafting table. “There’s a ship after us.”

“What?”

“A ship! A ship, following, gaining, do you understand?”

“Yes, but . . . why?”

Slate scoffed at my question. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten robbing the Royal Hawaiian treasury!”

“No.” I took a deep breath, trying to maintain my calm, reminding myself it was the pain that made him cruel. “But how would they know it was us? We used a different ship.”

“Do you want to tell them that, if they ask to search us?”

“They wouldn’t find anything. We haven’t got the gold.”

“We have the son of a known conspirator,” Slate said, his lip curling. “Which is far less valuable, but just as damning.” 

I took a breath to make a retort—to defend Blake—but Kashmir stopped me with a gentle hand on my wrist. “Come, amira. Let’s go see about that ship.” I pressed my lips together and followed him outside.

Once on deck, I shaded my eyes against the tropical sun as I peered off the stern. The island of Oahu floated in the distance, a blossom atop the blue mirror of the sea. Between us and the faraway shore, a coal steamer purled black smoke from her funnel. I watched her, the wind in my face. It blew in our favor over the quarters, and we had broad reach, but the steamship was traveling at speed, and yes, it was gaining. Another obstacle, this one slightly bigger. I ground my teeth. “We can’t let them catch us.”

“If we need more speed, we can always throw the dead weight overboard,” Kash said as he strode toward the mizzenmast. 

I frowned; our hold was nearly empty. “What dead weight?”

“Mr. Hart comes to mind.”

I made a face, grabbing for the halyard. Kash had been born a thief, and Blake a gentleman; they hadn’t had much in common, and that was before Blake had tried to stop the treasury raid. “He saved my life, you know.”

The laughter in Kashmir’s eyes faded. “For that, I’ll always be grateful.”

Together, we loosened the sail to take better advantage of the wind. The mast creaked as the sail billowed, straining against the ropes, and the Temptation surged ahead. She was a fast ship—a caravel, lateen rigged—and her black hull cleaved the white waves like a shark’s fin. Still the steamer gained. I could make out the figures on her deck now—men in dark blue jackets and gleaming white pith helmets. The uniform of the Royal Hawaiian Guard. As we dipped on the waves, the sun flashed off their long rifles.

“Can the captain Navigate with them so close?” Kashmir asked. “They’ll see us disappear.”

“They’ll see us sail into the fog,” I corrected. 

“A rather sudden fog!”

“We don’t have many options,” I said, staring at the guns. A flag was running up their slender mast, flapping blue and gold against the black coal smoke . . . a semaphore signal.

Rotgut, in the crow’s nest, sang out its meaning. “Kilo!” 

Beside me, Kash frowned. “What’s that one again?”

“They wish to communicate with us,” I said crisply. He scoffed.

“If wishes were fishes, aquariums would be much more terrifying.”

On the quarterdeck, Bee drove her heel down hard, making the bell at her waist swing as she rapped—one, two, three—on the ceiling of the captain’s cabin. But the door did not open, the captain did not appear, and still the ship behind us gained. The riflemen were formed up along her prow; they could not shoot accurately at this distance, but there were so many of them, they wouldn’t really have to. 

I scrubbed my palms on my trousers. Could we escape if I took the helm? I’d gotten a glimpse of the map of Tahiti. Maybe I could take us to the South Pacific. 

Then again, I’d only Navigated twice before—I was by no means an expert, and the price of failure was high. The Margins were a strange place, difficult to find and even harder to leave: an ocean between worlds, inhabited by nameless creatures breaching in the waves, or far-off ships with tattered sails crewed by lost souls unable to escape the fog. Ancient sailors used to believe you would drop off the edge of the earth if you sailed beyond the borders of their maps, in the places where there be dragons. 

I shuddered at the thought. They didn’t know how right they were. 

“Lima!” Rotgut called out as the steamer raised the next signal flag: Stop your vessel immediately. 

Where was the captain? I ran to pound on the cabin door. “Slate!” 

No answer—I tried the handle. The door swung open to reveal my father, vomiting into his laundry hamper. 

I froze on the threshold. This was not the first time he’d been through the pain of withdrawal, but this was certainly the worst time. In more than one way. He blinked at me with red-rimmed eyes. “I’m sorry, Nixie, I—”

But a voice interrupted him, carried on the following wind. “Ready!”

And on the deck of the ship behind us, the men lowered their rifles. 

We’d let them get too close. Swearing, I ran up the stairs to the helm. Bee raised one scarred eyebrow. “You can do it?”

“I’ll have to.” I spoke with more conviction than I felt, but she gave me a taut smile.

“That’s my girl,” she rasped. Then she went back to the main deck, leaving me alone at the helm. Trying to ignore the crawling feeling of the target between my shoulder blades, I focused on the map of Tahiti, the lovely string of islands like scattered pearls. 

Almost immediately, the fog drifted up like smoke on the horizon. My breath caught in my throat. It was easier than I’d expected; I hadn’t spent more than a few minutes looking at the map. But it had always felt right to me—standing at the helm of the Temptation. My heart filled with pride; then it skipped a beat at the officer’s shout. 

“Aim!”

I gripped the wheel, my palms suddenly slick. Kash and Bee were on the main deck, shielded from fire by the height of the stern, but Rotgut was a sitting duck in the crow’s nest, and I was standing with my back broadside to the riflemen. Trying to concentrate, I drew the fog closer. Through it, I watched for a glimpse of Tahiti, 1901: the craggy green mountains, the pale sand of the beaches, the crystalline water. Gauguin and pearl divers and—

“Fire!”

A rippling crack sounded behind us, and I ducked instinctively; white puffs of smoke popped above the steam ship. Rotgut shrieked and drew his legs up—just below him, the sails were peppered with holes. Kashmir had flattened himself on the deck as a round ripped through the sheet he was trying to shorten. In the cabin, Billie started howling: “Roooooo! Rooooooo!”

But off the prow, the fog thickened, and I kept the wheel steady as we raced for the cover the mist would afford. Then I frowned. What was that dark patch in the water ahead? “Rotgut!” I called up to the crow’s nest. “What do you see?”

“I see the entire Hawaiian navy taking aim at my—”

“Ready!”

“I know! I meant—” I startled at a loud sound. A single round? 

No. Slate had thrown his door open so hard it banged against the wall. Billie raced out with a howl; the captain followed, stumbling onto the deck and shading his bloodshot eyes. “Nixie? What are you doing?”

The officer’s call came, loud and clear. “Aim!”

“I’m trying to get us out of here!” 

Slate swore. “What if you get shot? Give me the wheel!” 

“What if you get shot?” 

He hauled himself up the stairs. “I’ll be fine!” he shouted. Then he stopped to heave over the rail. “I’ll be fine,” he said again, wiping his mouth. “I don’t die here, remember?”

“What?” The ship began to rock as the waves swelled, but I stared at my father. “What are you talking about?”

“My fate! My fortune.” He staggered toward me as the deck rolled, a manic light in his eyes. “I die in Honolulu, in 1868. Joss saw it happen!” 

“But Dad—” 

“Fire!”

Another rifle volley came, lower this time. Bullets sang in my ears. But Slate shouldered me aside, gripping the handles with white knuckles. “Give me the wheel and get down on the deck. I won’t die without seeing your mother again.”

A mighty gust of wind whipped my hair across my cheeks as I hesitated on the quarterdeck. I didn’t want to leave him, but I didn’t want to wrestle him for the wheel, either. Besides, he was still the captain; it was my duty to obey. And we were nearly safe in the Margins—or were we? 

The fog ahead had darkened, and lightning flickered in the lowering clouds. A wave burst over the port side in a white plume of foam. Tahiti shouldn’t have been difficult, not like this. Over the crash of the water, I heard the officer’s shout. “Ready!”

Slate only laughed. “Do your worst!” he shouted into the wind. “I dare you!”

“Aim!”

The fog curdled, darker still, and thunder grumbled a warning. What was worse, the storm ahead or the ship behind? 

But then Billie scrambled toward starboard side, barking furiously. There, in the bank of fog, turbid tendrils of mist were twisting up from the surface like fingers—like tentacles. The water seemed to boil as something dark and heavy bodied rose from the deep. 

A cry went up from the crew of the steamer, and I risked a glance back. Order broke down as men aimed at the shadows, firing at will. They were close enough that I could see the wide white panic in their eyes. 

Bullets zipped in the air like bees; I crouched at my father’s feet as the mist of the Margins swallowed us whole. Then Slate cried out—I blinked up at him in the sudden darkness. His face was pale in the gloom; he clutched his left side. 

Blood was leaking through his fingers. 

“Dad!” I sprang to my feet, reaching for him . . . as something fell to the quarterdeck beside me, thick and heavy as the mast. 

But it glistened—and moved. 
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CHAPTER TWO

Black flesh like wet leather—and underneath, rows of suckers the size of saucers. The tentacle writhed and coiled over the boards. Then it lashed around my ankle like a whip, and I screamed. 

Billie raced across the deck to sink her teeth into the creature’s flesh, but the tentacle only tightened; a dozen suckers ripped at my skin. I scrabbled at the stem of the wheel, but the creature dragged me across the deck.

“Amira!” Kashmir ran after me, his long knife shining in the gloam. With one slash, he severed the tip of the tentacle. In its dying throes, it curled around my leg, but I scooted backward, kicking, and it fell away. Billie dragged it off with a growl as the rest of it flopped and twisted, slithering back into the roiling sea. 

Breathing hard, Kashmir reached for me. I let him pull me to my feet, his hand so warm in mine. “Are you all right?” He murmured the words into my hair; I could smell the clove on his breath.

“Fine,” I said, dizzy with fear and relief and the closeness of him. “But Slate—Slate’s hurt.” 

Kash glanced at the captain, a furrow forming between his dark brows. In an instant, his expression changed to surprise as another tentacle slung over the rail to wind around his waist. Lightning flashed, and odd colors rippled over the creature’s flesh. It pulled—and Kashmir’s hand slipped from mine. 

His knife clattered to the deck as he disappeared over the side.

“Kash!” Thunder rumbled, drowning out my scream. I rushed toward the rail, ready to leap into the dark water, but something grabbed me roughly by the arm and hauled me back.

My father.

With a cry, I shoved him away. He reeled, still reaching for me with bloody hands; the ship spun like a weathervane with no one at the wheel. “Nixie,” he gasped. “He’s gone!”

The words hit me like a slap, but Billie started howling again, and before I could respond, I was thrown to my knees. The Temptation bucked like a wild thing as another tentacle heaved onto the deck. 

It wound like a vine around the foremast. With a crack, the boom snapped, and the wet sail dropped over the squirming limb. Rotgut shouted curses from his perch in the crow’s nest as a second tentacle shook the main mast. A third wrapped itself around the captain’s right arm. Slate snarled like a dog, sinking his teeth into the monster’s slick flesh. The thing flinched, releasing him, and my father reached out for me. But I scrambled to my feet, swearing. “Just take the damn wheel!”

He stumbled back toward the helm as another wave hit us—this time over the bow—sending white spray high overhead as the tentacle undulated on the deck. Leaping over it, I pressed myself against the bulwark, ready to follow Kashmir over the side—but there he was, clinging to the rungs of the ladder embedded in the stern.

“Kashmir!” My voice was thick with relief, but he could not respond; the creature had a tentacle cinched around his chest, crushing the air from his lungs as waves crashed over his head. “Hold on!” 

Fumbling on the deck, I grabbed his knife and wrapped my hands around the hilt. I leaned out over the bulwark, slashing downward, but the blade bounced off the monster’s leathery skin; had I swung with the dull edge? I changed my grip, but the creature released him to reach for me. Screaming, I hacked at the thing, and it wriggled away. Gritting his teeth, Kash hooked one elbow over the rail. Before he could pull himself back to the deck, the beast yanked him down again. 

The sound of gunfire split the air as Bee leveled her revolver. The creature flailed, slamming a tentacle down at her feet. Boards splintered, but she stood her ground to reload until another arm reared up and knocked her backward. Bee rolled across the deck, her gun tumbling overboard. 

Another tentacle swung past me to grasp the stem of the wheel. Slate stomped on it, swearing, while Bee wrestled with the arm winding about her torso. Billie danced across the deck, ripping into a coiling limb. But the stern sank lower as the dark bulk of the thing rose up from the water, looming through the fog.

Eyes bigger than my head gleamed in a flash of electric blue as the creature poured over the bulwark. It was enormous—the body alone taller than I was. There was another crack of thunder, and Kash cried out as one hand slipped free; he swung by his fingers as the ship tilted on the rising sea. 

Waves drenched the deck. Another minute and the monster would capsize us, dragging us all down to the ocean floor. But it was like a hydra—each time I swung the blade, another arm appeared. The knife felt like a toothpick in my hand as I stared into the creature’s eyes, the pupils flat like a goat’s.

The eyes . . . the eyes. A thought . . . a memory came to me, something I’d read once: Hawaiian fishermen killed octopus by biting them between the eyes. Why was I hacking at the limbs? With a grimace, I drew back the knife and plunged it hilt-deep into the bulbous head.

A gout of black fluid washed the deck, darker than blood; the tentacles writhed like a nest of snakes. One caught me across the stomach, flinging me back. Dazed and gasping, I stared up as the arms fell slack around me. Was that a patch of night sky through the fog? 

Relief came in a wave. If the mist was clearing, that meant we were nearly safe out of the Margins. As I lay there, the beast slid off the stern, limp and liquid, and sank into the deep, and the ship rose in the water. Pushing myself to my knees, I sucked in a breath. Then I staggered to the rail, ready to pull Kashmir up from the ladder. 

He was gone. 

For a moment I couldn’t make sense of it. I stared, stupidly, at the empty ladder, at the churning wake, at the thinning fog. 

No.

No, no, no, no, no no no—

I didn’t stop. I didn’t think. I vaulted off the stern, hitting the dark waves like a hammer. The shattered sea collapsed over my head, but I fought the water, struggling upward, kicking frantically, finally bursting into the murky air. 

“Kash!” I choked—my first call was drowned by the next wave. I spat. “Kashmir!”

Where was he? The ship had slowed in the storm. Still, it was sailing on faster than a man could swim. The fog swirled around me—I couldn’t see farther than my fingertips—but that was good, that was good. We were both still in the Margins. 

Salt stung in my wounds like the tail of a jellyfish; there must be blood in the water, and not only mine. Was there another monster lurking in the dark, drawn by the flesh and the fray? 

Through the mist, someone was screaming my name—my father’s voice. I swam in the opposite direction. Beside me, something large splashed on the surface. I shrieked, but it was only a buoy thrown from the ship. I slid my arm through the center and carried it with me as I swam. How long was the rope? Glancing back over my shoulder, there was nothing; the Temptation had vanished in the tattered fog . . . or out of it. 

I had to find Kashmir before I followed. 

“Kash!” 

He had to be here. Or had the creature taken him under? I slammed my mind on the question, like the door to a tomb.

“Kashmir!”

Something brushed my leg and I bit back a cry. It was only the rope, wrapped around my ankle. All around me, the fog was clearing. I ducked under to loosen the loop from my leg, and when I resurfaced, I heard his voice. 

“Amira!”

I whirled around, splashing. Kashmir’s voice was faint over the shush and roar of the waves, but I kicked toward it with a single-minded purpose. I had to reach him, now or never. Throwing my shoulder forward, I cut through the water, dragging the buoy along. I dreaded a tug on the rope. What would I do if Kash had drifted beyond my reach? 

The answer came to mind immediately; I would let go of the buoy. If the Temptation left the Margins without me, I might never see her again—nor Bee and Rotgut, nor my father. But I kept swimming, and at the top of the next wave, I saw him in the watery valley.

“Kash!” 

“Amira?” In his wide eyes, relief chased away the panic. 

The wave dropped and he was closer; he kicked toward me on the next swell and I toward him. I pushed the buoy into his hands and just like that, he was in my arms. “I’ve got you!” 

“I thought I—” he sputtered, gasping. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“I’m here,” I said, pulling him close just as the rope on the buoy stretched taut. “I’ll always be here.”

He stopped trying to speak, but I could feel his hot breath in the crook of my neck and the thunder of his heart against my chest. The dark sea had calmed, but I held him fiercely. We floated up the next wave and down its back. We might have drifted forever, storm tossed but safe in each other’s arms. But the fog around us was melting into the night air, revealing the Temptation. My father was at the stern, hauling on the rope with all his might. 

Bee threw down another rope for Kash; I looped it around his torso before sending him up the ladder. Water sluiced from his clothes, and there was a long strand of seaweed wrapped around one leg. His arms, usually so steady, shook as he climbed, so I stayed close behind him, murmuring encouragement. 

Near the top, Bee and Slate lifted him the rest of the way. He tumbled over the bulwark and landed flat on the deck. Billie bounded toward him, trying to lick his face, but Bee pushed her off to check Kashmir’s breathing while Slate turned back and pulled me single-handedly over the rail. I started toward Kash, still needing him close, but the captain crushed me in an embrace so tight he squeezed water out of my clothes. 

“I’m sorry, Nixie,” he whispered fiercely. “I’m so sorry. I thought today was the day,”

I hugged him back, trying to comfort him; he must have been scared, too. “What day, Dad?”

“The day you lose Kashmir.” 

I stiffened, but he did not let go. “What are you talking about, Slate?”

“I told you from the start not to get too close to him.” The words came in a whisper; I could smell his sour breath. “That he won’t be around forever.”

A flash of rage, like lightning. “How dare you say that?” I pushed him, hard, and he released me. “You, of all people?”

But as he stumbled back, my anger ebbed. His shirt was bloody and torn, his face waxy and pale in the dark. And in his eyes, an infinite sadness. “You think I’m just being cruel?” My father shook his head. “It wasn’t only my fortune Joss told.” 

Though the storm had passed and the water was calm, I felt the world seesaw. “She told you about me?” Joss—Navigator, fortune-teller. My grandmother too, though I hadn’t known it at first. I’d thought she was a charlatan, until the things she’d told me came true. But of course they had; everything she’d predicted, she’d already watched happen as she traveled back and forth across the years. “What did she say?” 

Slate opened his mouth to reply, but then he bent double and vomited noisily over the rail. 

I swore, rushing to his side as his shoulders shook. Away across the vast blackness of the waves, a glassy skyline glittered; he’d gotten us to his own timeline, twenty-first-century New York. 

Not Tahiti, then. But maybe that was for the best. 

“Dad . . .” I touched his side, my hands gentle, plucking at the blood-soaked fabric of his shirt; the bullet had dug a furrow through his flesh, skipping along his ribs like a stone. It wasn’t life-threatening—but where would I have been shot, if I’d still been at the helm? Under my fingers, Slate’s skin was clammy, and his whole body trembled. “We’ll get you to the hospital.”

“No!” Clumsily, he threw my hand off. “No hospitals.”

I rounded on him. “What’s wrong with you? You need stitches, you need medicine—”

“Oh, yeah?” He laughed coarsely as he struggled out of his shirt. Wadding it up, he wiped the blood from his tattooed flesh. Under the ink, it was pale as smoke. “Like painkillers?” 

“You could still go to the hospital. Just tell them you don’t want any drugs.” 

“You think so?” He smiled darkly, his voice bitter, and I realized how naive I must have sounded. He hadn’t been clean for years—maybe not since my mother died. Who was he, without his opium? Had I ever known my own father? 

Oblivious to my scrutiny, Slate leaned heavily against the bulwark and spat into the water, wiping his mouth with his arm. Then he closed his eyes and put his forehead down on the rail. “It’s more blood than guts. I don’t die today. I know my fate. I’ll see her again.” 

He spoke the words like a dreadful incantation—a prayer, or a curse. My father loved my mother. I knew it like I knew the position of the stars, or the pitch of the deck. His search for her had defined the last sixteen years—the entirety of my existence, for her life had ended as mine began. She was his safe harbor . . . or, more accurately, his white whale. Giving her up would be infinitely harder than giving up the drugs. His knuckles were pale as he gripped the brass. Was he trying to convince me, or himself?

After a long moment, he gritted his teeth and pushed himself upright. Then he turned from the rail and swore. “What are you looking at?”

I blinked, but he wasn’t talking to me. Following his stare, my stomach sank like an anchor. There he was, standing in the open doorway of the captain’s cabin: Blake Hart, the boy from 1884.

He still wore his nineteenth-century suit, very dapper once, though the hat he used to wear had gone missing somewhere back in Honolulu. Billie trotted up to him, wagging her tail slowly, but Blake ignored her, staring at the electric gleam of the glass fantasy of Manhattan. Over his shoulder, the green copper figure of Lady Liberty raised her spotlighted torch; back in his native time, Blake would not have even heard of her. “Send these, the homeless, tempest- tossed, to me,” I said under my breath.

“What?” Blake’s face was white, and his voice cracked when he spoke. “What is this place?”

I tried to smile. “Welcome to New York.”
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CHAPTER THREE


Fifty years ago, Slate had been born during a blackout in this protean city; when he was a child, he had watched the Bronx burn. New York had changed a lot since then—so much so that some longtimers found it unrecognizable. But even they would have felt more at home in the city than a boy from a bygone kingdom.

A speedboat roared past us, the prow painted with leering teeth, the laughing shrieks of the passengers drowned out by the motor. A helicopter whuffed overhead, seeking the latest news. We passed a garbage barge heading south; the stench wafted to us along with the screams of the gulls. And Blake stood dazed on the main deck as the salt of the Atlantic curled his golden hair. “Where are we, Miss Song? And where are all the stars?” 

I followed his eyes to the orangey-blue bruise of the city night. A myth came to mind: a man cast out of paradise. But would any god be so cruel as to throw someone from Eden into New York City?

As I stood there, hesitating, it was Kashmir who took his arm. “Come, Mr. Hart. You should still be resting. Let’s get you downstairs.”

“He can have my cabin,” I said suddenly, remembering a day, nearly three years ago, when I’d done the same thing for Kash. He too had come aboard with nothing but the clothes on his back; now he steered Blake toward the hatch with a surprisingly gentle hand. Perhaps they had more in common than I’d thought.

Slate disappeared into his room, leaving Bee to take the helm; as he flopped down on his bunk, I retrieved my cell phone from the secret cupboard where we kept the radio. When I powered it on, the date showed as August second. 

The city slid by as the Temptation limped toward the dock at Red Hook; we only had two working sails, and the wind was sluggish. The summer humidity was as thick as the mist of the Margins, and the salt dried slowly on my skin. By the time we made fast to the wharf, it was near midnight. The rest of the crew went below to find their bunks, but I ducked back into the captain’s cabin to check on my father. I found him sprawled on the bed, one arm flung over his eyes, Billie curled up beside him. 

I wrinkled my nose; there was a sour smell in the room. It wafted up from the messy bucket at his bedside; at least he’d changed it out for the hamper. He’d tossed his bloody shirt to the floor. Beside it: a sewing kit, the first aid box, and a half-empty tube of antibacterial ointment curled next to its cap. 

Using an excess of medical tape, Slate had secured a slapdash bandage on his left side, right beside the tattoo of the swallow over his heart. Swallows always returned to their nests; sailor superstition said to get one inked before you set out on your journey. The second one was for when you finally came home. 

He only had one.

I watched his breathing for a while. It was slow and even—that was a relief. But the heat in the room was making my skin prickle, and Slate had the covers up to his chest. I approached his bedside on quiet feet; still, he stirred.

“Nixie?” Slate shifted his arm so he could peer at me through the gloom in the cabin. “Is that you?”

“I’m here.” Reaching out, I touched his forehead with the back of my hand; it was warm. “You’re going to get an infection, Dad.” 

He shook his head a little. “Kash went to get me some antibiotics.” 

“I have that mercury in my cabin,” I offered. “The bottle I took from Qin’s tomb. It’s supposed to be a cure-all, if you want to give it a try.”

Slate laughed—or was it a cough? “Save it for someone who needs it. I’ll be fine, I told you.”

“Okay.” My hand fell back to my side, and I stared at him for a while. His eyes were closed again, and his breathing was slowing, but the question ate at me like a shipworm. “What did Joss say?”

Shifting, he murmured into the crook of his shoulder. “She promised I’ll see your mother again before I die.”

“No, I mean . . .” I made a face—I almost stopped myself there. Joss had offered to tell my fortune once, back in Honolulu. I’d declined, but that was before I knew her prediction concerned Kashmir. “What did she say will happen to me?” 

“Oh. She . . . Nixie.” Blinking, he peered at me with bleary eyes. “I tried so hard. But you didn’t listen, did you? You’re in love with him.”

“Dad—”

“You are, I can tell.” He tried to smile but coughed instead, a thick, phlegmy sound. “I know what love looks like.” 

My cheeks went pink; I clenched my jaw. I didn’t want my love to look like his. “Just tell me, Slate.”

“Fine. Here,” he said, rolling onto his stomach, struggling free from the sheet, and looking over his right shoulder. There, high on his back, an old tattoo in a familiar handwriting, sharp and choppy—three columns of Chinese characters running down his shoulder blade, short, medium, long. “Joss got one of her goons to do it while I was . . . you know.”

“Right.” I’d seen it before, in passing, but my father was covered in tattoos, and I’d learned not to ask him their stories. “What does it say?”

“It was more than fifteen years ago. Just after I got back to Honolulu and found out your mother was . . .” His voice faltered; he cleared his throat. “I don’t remember the exact words. But . . .” He tried to reach back over his shoulder with his left hand, then he swore, giving up. “That first line, that’s where I die—down in Joss’s opium den, back in 1868.” 

I shuddered at the words, spoken so casually, but Slate had never feared death. I’d always attributed it to a morbid twist in his mind, or maybe a manic optimism, but perhaps it was because he thought he’d die happy. 

He went on, like it was nothing. “And next to that, it’s where she promised I’d see your mother before it’s all over. The last part’s about you.”

I wet my lips. “What about me, exactly?”

“It’s a warning.” Slate sighed. “She said you’ll end up just like me.”

“But how?” My frustration was rising. “An addict? A captain? Covered in tattoos?”

“You’ll lose the one you love!” he shot back, but his tone was not half so harsh as the words. He swallowed. “To the sea,” he added softly. “It will break your heart.” 

“Lost at sea?” In the silence, my heart pounded. Behind my eyes, I could see the white wake, when Kash had gone over the side. I stared at the characters, stark in blue ink, but they were indecipherable to me. “When?” 

“I didn’t ask. I didn’t believe her, back then.” 

“I don’t believe her either,” I said, as though saying it could make it true.

“Yeah?” Slate’s eyes narrowed. “Good for you.” 

He closed his eyes and turned his face toward the wall. A pang of guilt hit me, but not as painful as the truth: Joss wasn’t some showy mystic making fake predictions. And she had clearly taken measures to make sure I’d know the fate she’d seen for me. But why? 

Surreptitiously, I slipped my cell phone out of my pocket and snapped a picture of the tattoo; this way I could go to Chinatown and get it translated. Maybe there was more to it than what my father remembered. Maybe he’d gotten the wording wrong. Joss was a hard woman, but not cruel—she would not have sent this fortune just to taunt me. But what good was a warning if she had already seen it happen? Did she expect me to simply brace myself for the inevitable?

Or did she want me to try to change it?

The thought surfaced like a bloated body; bile burned on the back of my tongue. For years, I had watched my father try to do that very thing, dragging me in his wake, unsure whether each journey would be my last. After all, not even science knew what would happen if the past were to be remade. Would I wink out of existence? Would the present bend to a new reality? Or would the tapestry of history unravel completely?

All my life, Slate had failed to find the answer to those questions, dashing himself against the rocks, as ceaseless and uncaring as the tide. It was only after this last trip—after Honolulu, after he’d almost killed us all—that he’d finally promised to stop trying. 

Was I fated to take up where he’d left off?

My mind churned, turbulent. I shoved my phone back in my pocket and looked for distractions—in the captain’s cabin, they were easy to find. Vigorously, I began to clean, clearing away the medical detritus, tossing Slate’s bloody shirt into the bin, capping the tube of ointment, closing the first aid kit. What was I going to do? 

My first instinct was to tell Kashmir, but could a warning avert his fate? Or would Joss’s prediction only hang over his head like the sword of Damocles? And how would he view what amounted to an admission of star-crossed love, complete with an unhappy ending? How would we both have reacted today, had we known what Joss had predicted? Despair can drag a man down deeper than a kraken.

Swearing under my breath, I rolled the map of Tahiti, glaring at the flat-eyed demon decorating the compass rose. The beliefs of the mapmaker influenced what the Navigator would find on any map, I knew that. I should have paid more attention before choosing, instead of daydreaming about—about oranges. Any one of us could easily have died out there in the Margins. 

But was the open ocean any safer? Kashmir could be swept overboard in a storm, or even slip on the pier and drown. Futures I’d never imagined played out in my head: Kash and me, leaving the ship. Moving inland. Forging a life far from the sea, far from my home. The thought made my chest constrict, as though I were deep underwater—I couldn’t imagine trading terra incognita for terra firma. But better to lose the sea than let it take Kashmir.

We’d never buy our own ship, then. So what would it be? A cottage? A flat? I could hardly build this strange life in my head; I had no firm foundation for it. And visions of global warming and massive tidal waves washed those plans away. If I’d learned anything from studying myths, it was that fate could not be cheated. I shook my head to clear it, wishing I’d never asked. What was the use of knowing? How could I ever protect Kashmir from all harm? 

A soft knock at the door cut through my Gordian thoughts. I glanced at Slate, but he didn’t move; his breathing had slowed and deepened into sleep. So I went to the door and found Kashmir standing just outside.

At the sight of him, my heart leaped, a fish on the line. He’d changed out of his wet clothes and into something typically dashing—a pair of artfully ragged jeans and a white linen shirt, open at the throat. In the fading light, the fabric glowed against his golden skin. He’d even tucked a sprig of seaweed behind one ear, as though to thumb his nose at the sea. 

As for me, the salt had made my curls unruly, and my clothes were stained with blood and ink. But when he saw me, he drank me in with his eyes as though I’d come to the door wearing a full-length gown—or perhaps as though I were wearing nothing at all.

The thought made my blood rush. I looked down at my feet before he could read it in my expression. “What’s going on, Kash?”

“I brought these up from the hold,” he said, rattling a plastic bottle of pills. “Antibiotics,” he added quickly, but I only nodded. “How is he?”

I shrugged. “Still alive.”

“Was that ever in doubt?” Kashmir gave me a grin. “I thought Joss said he’d live till he got back to 1868.”

I clenched my fists, and the map of Tahiti crumpled in my hands. “Joss said a lot of things.”

Kashmir’s brow furrowed; he cocked his head. “Is something wrong, amira?”

For a moment I wanted to shout a warning, like some weathered witch—the weird sisters standing over a cauldron, beware, beware. “Nothing.” But I could see it in his eyes: he knew it was a lie. I reached for the pills, to cover. “I’ll give him these. But how are you feeling?” 

“Fine, thanks to you.” He ran a casual hand through his hair; his fingers shook, ever so slightly. “But I’ll admit it. I’d never been more terrified in my life.”

“Really?” I kept my voice light. “I wouldn’t have expected you to be scared of any old Tahitian octopus demon.”

“That’s not what I was afraid of.”

His tone brought me up short. I knew his fear. I’d shared it: the threat of loss. Suddenly, I wanted to hold him again as I had held him out in the water—though I did not know which of us would be keeping the other afloat. And the older terror resurfaced like a leviathan in the depths: the fear of having something to lose in the first place. My father’s lesson to me, and the one I’d learned best. How could I reach for Kashmir, knowing he’d be torn away? Or worse—what if by following my heart, I sealed his fate? I cast about for something else to say—a way to change the subject. “How’s Blake?”

Kashmir’s expression didn’t change, but he shifted on his feet, the bells on his ankle chiming softly. “Settling in, I think. I gave him some clothes that should fit.”

“You gave him your clothes?” I blinked at him, but Kash waved away my disbelief.

“I didn’t say they were nice clothes.” The ghost of a smile crossed his lips and faded. “I explained things as best I could, but he still has questions that only you can answer.”

“I’ll go talk to him. Thank you, Kash.”

“He’ll need his vaccines soon, don’t forget. I think there’s a veterinarian just up the block.”

“Right.” I hid my smile and started to shut the door.

“One more thing, amira,” he said, as the laughter in his eyes gave way to shy hope. “I know it’s a beautiful night for sleeping under the stars. But I hope you know you’re always welcome in my cabin.”

“Oh?” My voice cracked; my mouth was dry. I tried again. “Oh. Thank you.” My heart was pounding—could he hear it? A word echoed in my head: yes, yes. Instead I slammed the door and leaned against it; it was some time before I heard the sound of his ankle bells as he walked away.

More than anything, I wanted to go after him—to follow him to his cabin, to tell him what I felt, what I feared. But what a cruel thing, to lighten my burden by making him carry it! 

Sighing, I pushed off the door, depositing the pill bottle at Slate’s bedside. The map of Tahiti was still in my hand, crushed and sweaty; I smoothed it out against my thigh as best I could before sliding it back into its section: HISTORICAL MAPS OF THE PACIFIC. Beside it was one Blake had drawn for us—a map of Oahu, the only home he’d ever known. 

Blake was an artist and an explorer. He and I had bonded over maps the day we’d met. He had showed me the healing spring that had saved his life, and sketches of hidden paths and secret places all over the island he knew so well—the island that would have been my home if my mother hadn’t died. That had only been a few weeks ago, but in the time since, I had managed to betray his trust, to commit treason against his country, and to force him to choose between my life and his father’s. Until Slate had given me Joss’s fortune, I had thought that making peace with Blake would be my greatest challenge in the coming days. Could the two of us ever go back to before? 

Perhaps it would be better to find a new route forward. 

Opening a different cabinet, I rummaged through a set of charts until I found what I wanted. Then I slipped back out into the dusky night, taking a deep breath of the summer air: the diesel and the docks and the exhaust from the city, all of it so much fresher than the miasma in the captain’s cabin. 

It was very late and I was deeply tired, so I nearly didn’t notice on my way toward the hatch—my hammock, already strung between the rail and the mast. A light quilt was folded neatly in the center, and on my pillow lay the sprig of seaweed that Kash had been wearing behind his ear. He must have known I wouldn’t come to his cabin. Or maybe he’d wanted me to know that he hadn’t confused hope with expectation. With a sigh, I slid down the ladder into the belly of the ship. 

The Temptation hadn’t been built for trade, but comfort. Space usually given to guns or cargo had been fitted out with spacious cabins on either side of a long hall lined with sky-herring lamps. My eyes adjusted to their shifting light as I lingered at the base of the ladder, close to the galley at the stern. At the far end of the corridor, toward the prow of the ship, there was a door that closed off the little triangle of space behind the forecastle. 

It had been a storage space once, cramped and uncomfortable—the worst place on the ship, especially in high seas when the waves slammed the prow and the Temptation dipped like a duck on the water. But when Kash had come aboard, I’d moved my things there to give him a proper room. How many times had I walked this hall? Today, it seemed impossibly long.

I hesitated again outside the makeshift cabin. What would I say to Blake? What questions did he have? The little fish in the nearest lamp swam to the glass, hoping to be fed, but the bee pollen was in the hold. Soft light shimmered along her scales, illuminating the grain of the wood, the scarring on the finish; it was an odd feeling, to knock on my own door. 

“Come.”

Blake was sitting cross-legged on my tattered old quilt—the one my father had wrapped me in when he’d taken me from the islands. He had changed from his linen suit into an expensive pair of jeans and a vintage T-shirt with a mermaid on it; no matter how Kashmir teased, he hadn’t been stingy. And across the knees of those nice jeans lay one of my history books, open to a black-and-white photograph . . . 1941, the explosions at Pearl Harbor, as seen from beneath the overhanging leaf of a palm.

Inside, I groaned. Why hadn’t I taken my books before letting Blake into the room?

He looked up at me from under his thatch of blond hair. His cheeks, always pale, were now wan, and the skin under his blue eyes looked bruised. It startled me; for a moment, his face reminded me of my father’s. “I wish you’d told me it was all for nothing,” he said, his voice rusty.

“What was?”

“My hope that the kingdom of Hawaii could be saved.” He closed the book and ran his hand over the cover. “It’s in here, you know. The theft of the gold.”

“Is it?” I blinked; my memory was usually faultless. “I don’t remember that.” 

“A little footnote about an unconfirmed report in a California newspaper.” He sighed. “It is a strange thing, reading the future written as
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