
[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

For all the scientists in my life, but particularly Bill Rollins, Thomas Van de Castle, and Ron Williams, for helping me look like I know what I’m talking about
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Part One

Rapid space-travel, or travel back in time, can’t be ruled out, according to our present understanding. They would cause great logical problems, so let’s hope there’s a Chronology Protection Law, to prevent people going back and killing our parents.

—Stephen Hawking
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Dorothy

JUNE 7, 1913, JUST OUTSIDE OF SEATTLE

The comb gleamed in the midmorning light. It was exquisite. Tortoiseshell, with a mother-of-pearl inlay and teeth that had the too-bright look of real gold. Far superior to the rest of the cheap costume jewelry scattered across the hairdresser’s table.

Dorothy pretended to be interested in a loose thread at her sleeve so she wouldn’t stare. It might fetch fifty, if she could find the right buyer.

She squirmed, her patience thinning. If she had time to find the right buyer. It was already past nine. The clock didn’t seem to be on her side today.

She shifted her eyes from the comb to the full-length mirror leaning against the wall in front of her. Bars of light glinted in through the chapel window, bouncing off the glass and turning the air in the dressing room bright and dusty. Silk dresses and delicate ribbons fluttered on their hangers. Thunder rumbled in the distance, which was odd. This part of the country rarely stormed.

It was one of the things Dorothy hated most about the West Coast. How it was always gray but never stormed.

The hairdresser hesitated, catching Dorothy’s eye in the mirror. “How do you like it, miss?”

Dorothy tilted her head. Her brown curls had been beaten into submission, making a ladylike bun at the nape of her neck. She looked tamed. Which, she supposed, was the entire point.

“Lovely,” she lied. The old woman broke into a smile, her face disappearing in a mess of wrinkles and creases. Dorothy hadn’t expected her to look so pleased. It sent guilt squirming through her.

She feigned a cough. “Would you mind fetching me a glass of water, please?”

“Not at all, dear, not at all.” The hairdresser set down her brush and shuffled to the back of the room, where a crystal pitcher sat on a small table.

As soon as the woman’s back was turned, Dorothy slipped the gold comb up her sleeve. The movement was so quick and natural that anyone watching would’ve been too distracted by the row of delicate pearl buttons edging the lace at Dorothy’s wrist to notice a thing.

Dorothy dropped her arm to her side, a private smile flitting across her face, guilt forgotten. It was unseemly to be so proud, but she couldn’t help it. Her sleight of hand had been perfect. As it should be. She’d practiced enough.

A floorboard groaned behind her, and a new voice said, “Leave us for a moment, will you, Marie?”

Dorothy’s smile vanished, and every muscle in her body tightened, like they were attached to slowly turning screws. The hairdresser—Marie—startled, sending a trickle of water over the side of the glass.

“Oh! Miss Loretta. Forgive me, I didn’t see you come in.” Marie smiled and nodded as a petite, impeccably dressed older woman stepped into the room. Dorothy pressed her teeth together so tightly her jaw began to ache. Suddenly, the comb seemed to bulge beneath her sleeve.

Loretta wore a black gown overlaid with a delicate web of gold lace. The high neckline and long sleeves gave her the appearance of a very elegant spider. It was a look more suited to a funeral than a wedding.

Loretta kept her expression polite, but the air around her seemed to thicken, like she had her own gravity. Marie placed the glass of water down and scurried into the hallway. Terrified, no doubt. Most people were terrified of Dorothy’s mother.

Dorothy studied her mother’s ruined hand out of the corner of her eye, trying not to be obvious. The hand was much smaller than it should be, with withered, wasted fingers curling in on each other like claws. Loretta grew her fingernails too long and allowed the edges to yellow. It was as though she wanted to enhance the look of decay. Like she wanted people to turn away from her deformity. Even Dorothy had a hard time with the small, wasted hand, and Loretta was her mother. She should be used to it by now.

Dorothy cocked her head and lowered her eyelids. Nerves crawled over her skin, under all the lace and frill of her dress. She curled her lips into a coy smile, ignoring them. She’d had a lot of practice ignoring her feelings during her sixteen years alive. She’d almost forgotten what they were for.

Beauty disarms, she thought. It’d been her mother’s first lesson. She’d been prodded and poked since she was nine years old, her corset cinched tighter, her cheeks pinched until they were rosy red.

“Mother,” she cooed, patting her curls. “Doesn’t my hair look divine?”

Loretta assessed her daughter coolly, and Dorothy felt her smile tremble. It was foolish to try these tricks on her mother, but she was desperate to avoid a fight. Today was going to be difficult enough already.

“I thought you were thirsty.” Loretta picked up the water glass with her good hand, withered fingers trembling. Someone else might think the muscles were failing. They might offer to help.

Dorothy knew better. She reached for the glass without hesitation, her spine going rigid. She’d been expecting it, but she still didn’t feel the birdlike fingers of her mother’s ruined hand slip down her sleeve and pull the expensive comb free of its hiding place.

The hand was Loretta’s secret weapon, so grotesque that people had a hard time looking directly at it, so small and quick that no one ever felt it reach into their jacket or down their pocketbook. It was the second lesson Loretta ever taught her daughter. Weakness could be powerful. People underestimated broken things.

Loretta tossed the comb back onto the table, one thin eyebrow arching high on her forehead. Dorothy fixed her face in a look of shock.

“However did that get there?” she asked, taking a sip of water.

“Shall I search the rest of you to make certain nothing else has crawled inside your gown?”

She said this in a flat voice that sent an unpleasant shudder down Dorothy’s spine. Dorothy currently had a set of very expensive lockpicks tucked below the silk sash at her waist, nicked from her mother’s underwear drawer before they left for the chapel. She could afford to lose the comb, but Dorothy needed those picks.

Luckily, Loretta didn’t follow through on the threat. She lifted Dorothy’s veil from its stand beside the mirror. It was a long, filmy thing, with a tiny row of silk flowers sewn across the crown. Dorothy had spent most of the morning pretending it didn’t exist.

“What were you thinking?” Loretta spoke in the low, careful voice she used only when she was truly furious. “Stealing a thing like that, and minutes before your own wedding? Stand please.”

Dorothy stood. Her skirts fell gracefully around her ankles, pooling at her feet. She hadn’t put on her shoes yet, and, without them, she felt a bit like a girl playing dress-up in her mother’s wedding gown. Which was silly. Her mother had never let her play.

“What would we have done if you’d been seen?” Loretta continued, lowering the veil to her daughter’s head and jamming pins into place.

“I wasn’t seen,” Dorothy said. The sharp metal stabbed her scalp, but she didn’t flinch. “I’m never seen.”

“I saw you.”

Dorothy pressed her lips together so she wouldn’t argue. There was no way her mother had actually seen her take that comb. She may have guessed, but she didn’t see anything.

“You put everything we’ve worked for at risk. And all for some silly trinket.” Loretta pulled the silk sash at Dorothy’s waist tight. Dorothy felt the lockpicks shift in their hiding place.

That “trinket” would have paid for her train ticket out of town. She could’ve been well away from this dreadful place before the ceremony even started.

Dorothy swallowed, pushing aside her disappointment. There would be other trinkets. Other chances.

“This is ghastly,” she muttered, flicking a silk flower on her veil. “Why do people get married in these?”

“That veil belonged to Charles’s mother.” Loretta slid another pin into her daughter’s hair, fastening the veil firmly into place. She was referring to Dr. Charles Avery. Dorothy’s fiancé. The word still made her feel ill. Girls like her weren’t supposed to marry.

Dorothy and her mother were confidence women. This time last year, they’d been running a marriage scheme. It had been easy enough money. Loretta would simply take out a classified in the local paper, claiming to be a lonely young woman seeking the correspondence of a single man with a view toward marriage. Then, when the letters began trickling in, they’d mail the poor sap Dorothy’s photograph and he’d be caught like a worm on a hook.

After a few months of increasingly steamy letters and promises of true love, they’d reel him in, asking for money to buy medicine for a cough or to see the doctor about a twisted ankle. Then it was a check for the landlady, or a few hundred for a train ticket so they might finally meet.

They always ran the scheme on a few men at once, making sure to cut them loose before suspicion set in. Then Avery started writing, and everything changed.

Avery was rich, the newly appointed surgeon-in-chief at Seattle’s Providence Medical Center. And he’d proposed the instant he saw Dorothy’s photograph—likely wanting a trophy of a wife to go with his fancy new title. Loretta said it would be their biggest con yet. A wedding. A marriage. She said it would change their lives. They could have everything they’d ever wanted.

Dorothy twisted the engagement ring on her finger. She’d spent her entire life learning the art of the con. It wasn’t all smiling in the mirror and tilting her head. She’d practiced her finger work until her hands had cramped, and taught herself to pick a lock with a few twists of her wrist and whatever she’d found lying around. She could read a lie in the curve of a mouth. She could slip a wedding ring off a man’s finger while he freshened her drink. And now she was going to be sold to someone who’d spend the rest of her life telling her what to do and where to go. Just as her mother had always done. It was as though the two of them had conspired to make certain Dorothy never made a single choice of her own.

“You look lovely,” Loretta said, examining Dorothy with a shrewd eye. She adjusted the veil so the silk flowers framed her daughter’s face. “The perfect bride.”

Dorothy stood up straighter, and the lockpicks shifted, poking through the back of her dress. She had no intention of being a bride, no matter how perfectly she looked the part. If her mother thought she was going to go through with this, she was a fool.

“Still missing something.” Loretta took a small object out of her pocket. It glinted gold in the dim light.

“Grandmother’s locket,” Dorothy murmured as Loretta looped the fine chain around her neck. For a moment, she forgot about her escape plans. The locket was a thing of awe, like something out of a fairy tale. Loretta had unlatched it from her mother’s neck right before the cruel woman tossed her out of the house and left her to wander the streets, pregnant and penniless. No matter how hungry Loretta had gotten, she’d never pawned it.

Dorothy touched the locket lightly with her fingertips. The gold was pale and very old. There’d been an image sketched onto the front, but it had long since worn away. “Why are you giving it to me now?”

“So you’ll remember.” Loretta squeezed her daughter’s shoulders. Her dark eyes had gone narrow.

Dorothy didn’t have to ask what she was supposed to remember. The locket told the story well. How mothers were sometimes cruel. How love couldn’t be relied upon. How a girl could only trust the things she could steal.

But maybe not, something inside of her whispered. Maybe there’s something more.

Her fingers went still against the cool metal. She’d never been able to name this feeling, but it nagged at her sometimes, leaving her strangely hollow. She wasn’t even sure what she wanted, exactly. Just more.

More than men and dresses and money. More than her mother’s life. More than this.

It was foolish, really. A shameful wish. Who was she to think that there was more than this?

“It’s almost time.” Loretta straightened the sash on Dorothy’s gown again. She pulled the ends together in a bow. “I should find my seat.”

Dorothy’s palms had started to sweat. “The next time we speak, I shall be a married woman,” she said, hoping with every breath in her that this wasn’t true.

Loretta slipped into the hallway without another word, pulling the door shut. A lock slammed into place, making Dorothy jump. For a long moment she just stood there.

She’d expected her mother to lock her in. Loretta Densmore was not the type of woman to take risks, especially when it came to her valuable possessions. It made sense that she’d keep her daughter—her most valuable possession—safely stowed away until the rest of her wedding party came to fetch her. Loretta was pragmatic. She wouldn’t leave something this important up to chance.

Dorothy fumbled for the lockpicks hidden beneath her sash, but her fingers found only lace and silk, and the hard fabric edge of her corset.

“No,” she said, her search growing frantic. No no no. She dug her fingernails into the lace until she heard something rip. They were just here. She replayed the last few moments with her mother. How Loretta had smiled into the mirror. How she’d straightened the sash on Dorothy’s gown.

Dorothy’s fingers went still. Her mother must’ve slipped that dreadful little hand beneath the sash and stolen her escape plan. She inhaled, and the breath felt like a blade sliding between her ribs. She wasn’t going anywhere.

Dorothy caught sight of her reflection in the mirror—the painted eyes and lips and pinned curls. Her gown had been custom-made; the lace hand-embroidered by the yard and as delicate as a spiderweb, affixed with freshwater pearls that caught the light when she moved. She’d spent her entire life learning to bend the truth and stretch a lie. But her own beauty was the biggest lie of all. She’d never asked for it. Never wanted it. It had nothing to do with the woman she yearned to be. So far, all it had brought her was pain.

Disgust twisted Dorothy’s mouth, transforming her face into something ever so slightly ugly. She yanked the veil out of her hair. Pins tangled in her curls and pinged against the floor. Her hair flopped over her forehead, frizzed and ruined.

Dorothy smiled. For the first time all morning she felt like her outside matched her inside. Then, her eyes moved to the hairpins on the floor, and she froze.

Hairpins.

She dropped to her knees and grasped one, holding it up to the light. It was long and thin and pointed. She tried to bend it between her fingers. Strong, too. Probably real silver.

Her lips twitched. These would do nicely.
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Ash

OCTOBER 14, 2077, NEW SEATTLE

Wing flaps up. Carburetor in the cold position. Throttle fully open.

Ash tapped the EM gauge, and the dial spun and then settled, twitching, on the half-capacity mark.

“Damn,” he muttered, settling himself back in the pilot’s seat. His nerves ratcheted up a notch. Half capacity meant there wasn’t enough EM—exotic matter—for a safe flight. The ship he was sitting in could explode the minute he got her into the sky. He increased the airspeed indicator to 75 knots, ignoring the blood pulsing in his palms.

He was often told he could be stubborn. Back in the army, his commanding officer had once said, Son, you make mules look easygoing. His childhood Sunday school teacher had commented, Persistence isn’t always a virtue.

But Zora—who knew him better than anyone—had put it best when she’d said, Will you give it up already? You’re going to die. She’d started muttering stuff under her breath whenever he walked past. Dangerous. Idiot. Suicide mission.

It wasn’t a suicide mission. Ash had already seen how he was going to die, and it wasn’t like this. But Zora might be right about the other stuff. The trips were too dangerous, and Ash supposed he might be an idiot for attempting them. But the alternative was worse. He thought of black water and white hair and gave his head a hard shake.

It was an unsettling side effect of knowing exactly how and approximately when he was going to die. The visions haunted him.

Besides, there were worse things to be known for than stubbornness. He could be known for betrayal, like Roman. Or viciousness, like Quinn. Given the choice, he’d take suicidal idiocy.

“The Second Star is moving into position for departure.” He spoke out loud, a leftover habit from his days learning to fly fighter jets during World War II. There wasn’t anyone around to hear him, but it felt wrong to prepare for takeoff without announcing it. Tempting fate even more than he already was. He increased the throttle, eyes trained on the windshield, heartbeat thudding like crazy. His ship began to hover.

“Easy, darling,” Ash murmured, speaking in a tone of voice most people reserved for puppies and kittens. Sweat had gathered between his fingers and the yoke. He wiped his hands on his jeans, telling himself he’d managed hundreds of takeoffs worse than this one. Thousands, maybe.

You won’t die today, he thought. You might be badly maimed. Blinded. Arms and legs might be ripped from your body. But you won’t die. The thought wasn’t as comforting as he’d hoped it might be.

Ash crossed himself, a habit left over from hundreds of Sundays spent in the Church of the Sacred Heart back in his sleepy Midwestern hometown. He pulled back on the throttle. Smoke filled the air around him as his time machine shot into the sky.
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Dorothy

JUNE 7, 1913, JUST OUTSIDE OF SEATTLE

The hairpins had worked perfectly—better than real lockpicks. Dorothy’s hand-embroidered gown was covered in burrs, and mud squelched between her toes. She carried a painful pair of heels in one hand, doubting she’d be desperate enough to put them on. She rather liked the feel of mud beneath her feet. Besides, the train station was only a mile away.

She started working on her sob story as she walked. Please, sir, I was supposed to be married today, but I was kidnapped on my way to the chapel, and I only just managed to get away. Could you help me buy a train ticket?

Or was that too dramatic?

Thunder rumbled ahead of her. Light flashed through the clouds.

Dorothy tilted her head toward the sky. She’d always loved storms. She and her mother had spent a few months in Nebraska when she was very young, and the thunderstorms there had been strange, monstrous things. Dorothy used to lie on her back in the grass, counting the beats of silence between the shock of lightning and the crash of thunder to guess at how long it would take for the storm to reach her.

This storm was different. The clouds directly in front of her were roiling, and near black. But when Dorothy glanced to the side she saw sunshine hitting a grove of trees beyond the churchyard, the sky above blue and endless. The storm—or whatever it was—seemed confined to the area above the woods, leaving everything else untouched.

More light flared behind the clouds, and then an object appeared, sleek and metallic against the black.

Dorothy’s heart skipped. Was that . . . could that be an airplane?

She watched the metallic object streak through the clouds, awed. She’d never actually seen an airplane before, but the sketches she’d glimpsed had shown small, clumsy-looking structures with zipping propellers and wings that looked like a strong wind could break them in half.

This was different. Big. Sleek. It had no wings or propeller, but two huge, circular contraptions that roared from the back of the vessel, burning red against all the black and gray. Its nose dipped toward the ground, and Dorothy gasped, taking a quick step backward.

It was crashing.

The strange vessel zoomed toward the earth, disappearing beyond the tree line. Seconds later, smoke curled above the gnarled branches, just a few yards away from where Dorothy stood.

Dorothy’s chest tightened. She hurried through the trees like she was in a trance, ignoring the twigs pressing into the bottoms of her bare feet. The smoke smelled odd, not earthy and familiar, like campfire smoke. This was acrid. It burned the skin inside Dorothy’s nostrils and left the air dry and hot, like it was in danger of bursting into flames.

A voice echoed through the trees, cursing.

The voice had the effect of fingers snapping, breaking Dorothy’s trance. She stopped moving, fear zipping up her spine. What was she doing? She needed to get to town. The road was just a few yards ahead, and from there it wasn’t far to the train station.

Dorothy started to turn, but then a bit of metal caught the sun and glinted.

Damn it all, she thought. When was she going to get another chance to see a real airplane? She only wanted a glimpse, just to see what it was like. She gingerly picked over the brush and into the clearing where the airplane had crashed.

A man crawled out of the cockpit, his face creased in frustration. He didn’t see her, seeming lost in thought as he bent over his aircraft.

Dorothy stayed hidden, her eyes roaming over his thickly muscled arms, the blond hair falling across his forehead, the reddened skin at his neck. A heartbeat passed and, still, she didn’t move. He seemed so different from anyone she’d ever known before, rugged and windswept, like he’d just blown in from another world. He was attractive, sure, but that didn’t matter much to Dorothy. She’d known many attractive men. Usually their looks were the only interesting things about them.

But the pilot was . . . odd. Fascinating. His rough hands hinted at days performing hard labor, and his red skin told Dorothy he’d spent a lot of time in the sun. She wondered what sort of life he must lead, that he was outdoors so often. Her mother had always steered her toward slim, gentlemanly types in fancy clothes, with the kind of soft hands that’d never done anything more strenuous than lift a pen to sign a check. She cringed, remembering the feel of Avery’s smooth, perpetually damp palm resting on hers. She didn’t like her mother’s taste in men.

The pilot swore, loudly and colorfully, making Dorothy flinch. She shook herself and turned back to the airplane, her eyes widening. It was massive—twice the size of any drawing she’d glimpsed in a book—the aluminum siding gleaming beneath layers of dirt, the words Second Star flashing beneath the grime. The nose of the ship came to a sleek point, and someone had painted a face on it—a toothy smile, narrowed black eyes.

The face made Dorothy grin, and she found her eyes wandering back to the pilot, wondering if he’d been the one to paint it. She stepped out from her hiding place without really planning to do so. Seeing her, the pilot stood too quickly, knocking his head against the side of his airplane.

“Jesus. What are you doing out here?” he asked, rubbing the back of his head. He was taller than he’d looked when he was all crouched over, and his eyes were a nice, light hazel.

Dorothy found herself staring, again. She wanted to ask him about his airplane and his odd clothes and the funny painted face but, instead, she blurted, “I-I’m getting married.”

She regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. The whole point of running away was that she wasn’t getting married, and, for some reason, she didn’t want this man thinking that she was. She lifted her chin as the pilot studied her, hoping her cheeks hadn’t turned pink.

“You’re getting married?” the pilot said. Dorothy was used to the way men looked at her, how they leered, like she was something to be possessed instead of a person with thoughts and opinions that she’d come up with all on her own. But the pilot only frowned at her wedding gown, which was torn and muddy from running through the woods. “Today?”

It was such a strange sensation, to be charmed because a man hadn’t looked at her, but Dorothy was charmed anyway. She found herself talking too quickly, her voice oddly breathless.

“I mean, I was getting married today, but now I’m not. I’m leaving, actually. As you can see. The, um, train station is just over there.”

The pilot blinked. “Well. Good luck to you,” he said, and he gave a little nod, almost like he was bowing, or saluting, or something gentlemanly like that. If he’d been someone like Avery, Dorothy might’ve giggled and batted her eyelashes at him, but he wasn’t like Avery, so she just balled her hands up in the sleeves of her gown.

How was she supposed to talk to a man if she wasn’t trying to con him? She realized she had no idea.

The pilot bent back over his airplane, muttering another colorful curse under his breath.

Dorothy watched him work in silence for a moment before asking, “Is this yours?”

“Yup.” He maneuvered a bit of machinery back into place, hands black with engine grease. He seemed rather good at . . . whatever it was he was doing. It was quite impressive, actually. Avery could hardly be counted on to prepare a cocktail without spilling it all over himself. It was a wonder they let him cut people open.

“I’ve never seen an airplane in real life before.” Dorothy peered over the pilot’s shoulder. “Does it still fly?”

“Of course it flies.” The pilot scrubbed a hand over his face, looking suddenly exhausted. “Listen, miss, I don’t mean to be rude, but this isn’t going to fix itself. And, well, you look like you have places to be.”

Dorothy could tell she was being dismissed but couldn’t bring herself to walk away. She’d heard stories of men going up to the Alaskan territories to mine for gold and wondered if that’s where he’d come from, if he’d been trying to fly his airplane over the Pacific Ocean.

As the thought entered her head, church bells began to ring, the sound a haunting warning that echoed through the trees. A shudder moved up Dorothy’s spine. The service was beginning.

She bit her lip, looking into the woods beyond the pilot’s head. The train station was just past those trees. She could lift a pocketbook, buy a ticket, and be well on her way to . . .

Where? Another dusty frontier town? The thought had seemed thrilling that morning as she’d planned her escape, but now she couldn’t believe she’d been willing to settle for so little. She’d lived her whole life in towns like that, and she always assumed she’d die in one, too. Something about this airplane had her dreaming of more.

The church bells stopped abruptly. Silence filled the air as Dorothy forced her mouth into a practiced smile.

“Actually, I was hoping you might be able to help me,” she said, tilting her head. “I appear to be lost.”

“Excuse me for saying so, miss, but it looks like you meant to get lost.” As soon as the pilot said this, the backs of his ears turned pink. “Sorry,” he muttered, shaking his head. “That was rude.”

Dorothy smothered a grin. The pink ears were sort of cute. They didn’t fit with his rugged windswept-pilot image. She could see how it might be fun to tease him, just to get him to blush.

She stared a moment too long, and the pilot looked up, meeting her eyes. His eyebrows drew together, questioning.

Focus, she told herself. Cute ears or not, she didn’t have time for teasing right now. She needed to get out of here.

“It must be terribly frightening, flying through the sky all alone,” she said, shivering in a way that she hoped made her look small and helpless. “You should consider taking someone along for company.”

“Company?” He rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers, leaving a trail of grease on his face. “Why would I need company?”

“You don’t get lonely?” Dorothy said this in a low, breathy voice, and any other man on earth would’ve picked up that she was flirting, but the pilot just blinked at her.

“Lonely? In the sky?”

“Or . . . other places?”

The pilot frowned, like the concept of loneliness was only just occurring to him. “I don’t suppose I do.”

“Right.” Dorothy’s lip twitched. This was not going well. She peered in through the airplane’s front window. Shiny, brightly colored pieces of paper littered the floor, and there seemed to be half a sandwich sitting on the passenger seat. It was a mess. But there was room for two. “How fast does this thing go?”

“What? Oh, don’t—I mean, please don’t touch that.” The pilot tried to step between Dorothy and the plane, but she moved around him before he could touch her, slipping a hand into his jacket pocket while he was distracted. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for—a wallet, maybe, or something to sell—but her fingers closed around what felt like a pocket watch. She slid it up her sleeve with two fingers. Then, she inched toward the front of the airplane, wiggling the door handle behind her back. Locked.

The pilot no longer seemed amused. He crossed the space between them in just two steps, and Dorothy backed into the cockpit, her body pressed against the hot metal.

“I’m going to need to ask you to stay away from my plane, miss,” he said in a huskier voice. He was leaning over her, close enough that Dorothy caught the dry, smoky smell of his skin. He looked a little brutish up close. All hard angles, like a beast from a fairy tale. Only his eyes stayed soft and golden.

Dorothy felt a strange sense of familiarity when she looked into those eyes. Right now they were tired and frustrated, but she could picture them bright with laughter as clearly as if she’d seen them before—

Then the pilot looked away from her, shaking his head. “What do you want?”

Dorothy’s mouth suddenly felt dry. She wanted to get away from this place. She wanted him to take her somewhere she’d never seen. The strange, hollow feeling opened up inside her.

More. I want more.

Despite all her training in deception, she found herself telling the truth. “Please. I just need a ride. I can’t stay here.”

The pilot considered her for a long moment. Something in his jaw tightened, and Dorothy felt a flicker of triumph, mixed with something like disappointment. She knew that look. She’d seen it on the faces of dozens of different men, seconds before they handed over whatever it was she’d asked them for.

She had him. It was a shame, really. He’d seemed so different. He’d seemed better. But in the end he was just like everyone else.

And then the pilot said, “No,” and Dorothy realized she had him all wrong.

He turned back to his airplane and pulled open the front door. Dorothy was trying to remember the last time a man had told her no, and it took her a moment to react.

She grabbed the edge of the door before he could close it again.

“Why not?” The desperation in her voice made her cringe. “I don’t take up much room. I won’t bother you.”

The pilot sighed. “Believe me, you wouldn’t like it where I’m going.”

“How do you know what I’d like?”

“I don’t.” He wrestled with the door. Dorothy grabbed it with both hands, holding it open. “No one likes it,” he grunted.

“I could surprise you.”

The pilot stopped struggling with the door for long enough to level her with a steady look. “Where I’m going, there are entire cities hidden underwater, and gangs that steal little old ladies on their way to the market, and a girl who lives off human flesh.”

Dorothy opened her mouth and then closed it again. The pilot’s eyes flashed with victory. He’d meant to terrify her, she realized, and he thought he’d succeeded.

But Dorothy didn’t feel terrified. She felt awed. The place he spoke of sounded like something from a story. “There are cannibals where you live?”

“Only one,” he said, and pulled the door closed before she could recover. Dorothy swore and fumbled for the handle, but a tiny click told her he’d locked it. He raised two fingers to his brow in a kind of mock salute.

So long, he mouthed.

A rumbling, whirring sound filled Dorothy’s ears. The woods around her grew smoky and hot. She started to cough. This was it, then. Someone was sure to find her and drag her back to the chapel and her mother and Avery. It wouldn’t matter that her dress was ruined or that her feet were muddy. She’d be marched down that aisle, her mother standing directly behind her to make certain she said “I do.”

Dorothy stumbled away from the airplane. The life of a doctor’s wife stretched out before her. Dull dinners and lonely evenings and boring women with nothing more useful to talk about than charity events and where they were planning to spend the fall. Her mother seated next to her, pinching the inside of her arm to make certain she laughed at the right times.

The air was too thick, her corset too tight. Dorothy slid her fingers down the neck of her dress and tugged the lace away from her throat. She couldn’t breathe.

It’d never occurred to her that she might actually have to marry Avery. She always assumed she’d get out of it, somehow. But now the bells were ringing for a second time, and the plane was about to take off and—

Dorothy blinked, frowning. Wait a minute. Was that . . .

There, at the back of the airplane, was a door.

Dorothy cast a glance at the front window to make sure the pilot was distracted. He was bent over a sea of switches and buttons, worry lines creasing his forehead. She eased around to the door at the back of the airplane and casually tried the handle.

Locked. Of course.

Dorothy slid a single hairpin out of her curls.
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Ash

JUNE 7, 1913, THE PUGET SOUND ANIL

Ash raked a hand through his hair, and his fingers came away wet. He looked at them and felt like he might laugh.

Was he really sweating? Sweating? And over a girl?

It was guilt, he told himself. And he did feel guilty, not for refusing the bride’s request for a ride—a girl like her wouldn’t last a day where he was going—but for taunting her with stories of Quinn Fox. The Black Cirkus assassin was rumored to eat human flesh and torture grown men without mercy and, as far as Ash was concerned, the less said about her, the better. There were already too many stories about her floating around his own time. It seemed wrong to allow her to taint another.

He forced thoughts of Quinn out of his head, and the girl from the woods crept back in. He pictured her tilting her head, asking, You don’t get lonely?, and felt heat flare up at the backs of his ears.

“Dope,” he muttered under his breath. He said a silent prayer of thanks that Zora hadn’t witnessed that particular exchange.

Did you find yourself a little bride?, he imagined his best friend asking in that condescending tone she reserved especially for him. And she’d probably make kissing noises.

As a general rule, he didn’t flirt, so at least that explained why he was so bad at it. He knew how to flirt—he lived with three rather attractive people, after all—but he’d lost his taste for it, the way someone might lose their taste for steak after nearly choking to death on a hunk of meat. It was hard to enjoy something when he knew it could kill him.

Black water, he thought, remembering his vision. Dead trees . . .

Ash double-checked the EM readings, to keep his mind off the girl and the vision and the fact that a drop of sweat was now creeping down his neck. The EM gauge had dropped to 45 percent after the crash, which was . . . well, it wasn’t great. Still not suicidal, but definitely entering maiming territory.

He’d been on his way to 1908, to see some dumb old clock get built on a sidewalk outside a jewelry store. The clock in question—the Hoeslich clock—didn’t seem particularly special, but the Professor had once said it was cool how people used to build clocks in public spaces and pointed out this clock in particular, which was all the encouragement Ash had needed. He’d spent the last year following the thinnest leads possible, but, as he’d already exhausted all the obvious places the Professor might’ve gone, he was starting to get desperate.

Unfortunately, he’d crash-landed several years too late. The EM was too volatile to attempt another trip now, so his only choice was to head back to the workshop and hope things stabilized enough to check the clock the next morning.

Which meant losing another day in his rapidly dwindling supply of days.

Ash tensed his shoulders and then released them again slowly, imagining each individual muscle going slack. His leather jacket shifted and settled with the familiar movement, like a second skin. It was a trick for stress relief he’d picked up during his first week at flight academy, back when the other guys joked that he’d treated the fighter jets like they might bite. He curled his fingers into fists and released them one by one, trying to ready himself for another unstable trip.

“You don’t die today,” he said out loud, and the words calmed him, some. The only good thing about knowing how and when he was going to die was that it freed him up to do whatever he wanted in the meantime, knowing it couldn’t actually kill him. It was fairly lame as far as silver linings go, but still. It was something.

Ash pushed the throttle to 2,000 RPMs. The Second Star lurched . . . the engine made a wheezing noise. Ash held his breath, waiting for something to go boom.

After a tense moment, his ship began to rumble, and he took to the sky.

The Puget Sound anil’s upper edge curved above the sea like the outline of a great reflective bubble. It looked like a glimmer of light dancing over the waves, a glare from the sun, or a trick of the eyes. Only when he was directly in front of it could he see that it was a tunnel.

No, not really a tunnel, Ash thought. A chasm. A nothingness. You couldn’t look right at the anil without your mind skipping around, trying to make sense of the thing that clearly did not make sense. Sometimes it looked like a swirling mess of mist and smoke. Sometimes it looked like a sheet of solid ice. Sometimes it looked exactly like what it was—a crack in time.

He aimed the nose of his ship toward the anil. Everything in the cockpit began to shake. Ash’s leftover sandwich trembled off the edge of the passenger seat and fell to the floor in a mess of lettuce and mayo. Candy wrappers whirled around him in an invisible wind. Thick sheets of water crashed toward the ship’s windshield and then dissolved into a swirling mist.

Then, the Second Star leaped into light speed, shooting him into the future.

Before he’d started traveling through time, the closest Ash had ever come to experiencing a tornado crashing through a hurricane while hail and rain hurtled from the sky was when he’d once tried to maneuver an F6F Hellcat through a hot zone. It’d been 1945, his first combat mission, and the clouds had been thick as soup. He took a wrong turn somewhere and, all of a sudden, the sky filled with bullets. He’d spent twenty terrifying minutes dodging enemy fire, hands gripping his yoke so tightly he thought he’d never be able to pry them off again. It seemed to take forever to reach safe air.

Flying into an anil made that day look easy.

Lightning flickered from the curved edges of the tunnel, and winds howled outside the ship’s thin walls. Ash struggled to hold the yoke steady. When he first became a pilot, his instructors all warned him never to fly in winds over 47 knots. Winds in an anil often rose above 100, but, when it was working properly, the EM formed a sort of protective bubble around the ship and its occupants, keeping the inclement weather from tearing their fragile human bodies apart.

The dial on the EM gauge began to spin.

“Hold on, Star,” Ash muttered. He didn’t dare take his hands off the yoke. Thunder rumbled behind him, and icy sleet thrashed around the edges of the EM’s bubble of safety. Lightning arced past his windshield—much closer than should’ve been possible had the EM been at full capacity. Ash flew the ship closer to the stormy, misty sides of the tunnel, where visibility was poor but the winds weren’t quite as strong.

Prememories flashed through his head. Like always, they came on so suddenly that he could do little to prepare himself for what he saw.

A rowboat surrounded by black water . . . Ghost trees glowing white in the darkness . . . A woman with a hood covering her head . . . White hair fluttering in the wind . . . A kiss . . . A knife . . .

His eyelids flickered, but Ash forced them back open, gasping. He premembered the feel of cold steel between his ribs, followed by pain like he’d never experienced before. Sweat lined his forehead. He groped for the spot where he felt the knife slide into his body, but his fingers found only fabric and hard, warm skin. No wound. No blood. None of that had happened.

Yet.

Ash doubled over, stomach churning. The pain faded, but the prememories remained, playing on an endless loop at the back of his head. A rocking boat, and a girl with white hair kissing him, and then killing him. They were always the same. Always terrible.

The Professor had explained prememories best.

In an anil, all of time exists at once, he’d said in that slow, quiet voice of his. This confuses our fragile human brains, creating pathways in our memories where they shouldn’t exist yet. As a result, you’ll find yourself remembering things from days—sometimes up to a year—into the future, just as easily as you remember what you ate for breakfast this morning.

Up to a year. Ash had started premembering the girl with the white hair and the dagger eleven months ago, and the prememories had only gotten stronger over the last few weeks. The Professor said that might happen as the event you’re premembering draws closer. If that was true, it meant that Ash had less than four weeks left to live.

He blinked, refocusing on what was going on outside his windshield. The sleet had turned to hard rain, and the wind had calmed a bit, allowing Ash to fly the Second Star back to the center of the tunnel. Time had landmarks, same as anything else, and Ash recognized the familiar swirling pattern that marked the year 2077. His exit.

He tightened his grip on the yoke and pulled the ship straight, toward a curl in the mist that was lighter than the smoky walls around it. It felt a bit like driving through the fog at night. Ash couldn’t always find the exact minute and hour he was looking for, but he had a knack for breaking down the months and days.

Lightning flashed in the black, and the air around Ash grew thicker, wetter, until the Second Star was completely submerged in water.

Home at last. Ash rubbed his eyelids with two fingers, unsurprised to see that his hands were shaking. The prememories had rattled him this time, more than usual. He could still feel the phantom ache of the dagger. A warning of things to come.

He’d seen his own death a dozen times. Maybe more. He should be used to it by now.

“Pull yourself together, soldier,” he muttered. He hadn’t been a soldier in nearly two years, but the word still rolled off his tongue more easily than his own name.

He flicked on his headlights, and twin beams of light cut through the darkness of the water. He angled the nose of the ship upward and the Second Star bobbed to the surface. He glanced behind, eyes peeled for shadows passing across the water.

The waves stayed still. But that didn’t mean he was alone.

OCTOBER 14, 2077, NEW SEATTLE

The Professor’s workshop was half garage, half boathouse. The oddly shaped structure rose straight out of the water, the siding made of found bits of tin and plastic, the roof cobbled together from old tires and pieces of plywood. The workshop still had real glass windows and a door that functioned via remote control, a luxury Ash and Zora—the Professor’s only daughter—allowed themselves even though powering it cost a small fortune. Ash hit the control, and the door rumbled away from the wall, leaving ripples in the water around it. There was enough room in the station for two or three ships at least as large as the Second Star, but the only other vehicle inside was Ash’s motorboat. He flew the Second Star up next to it and pressed the remote to close the door behind him.

The time machine’s headlights illuminated walls covered in hooks holding dirty tools, spare parts, and dozens—maybe hundreds—of designs, schematics, and maps of the world at various points in history. The maps weren’t legible anymore. The moisture in the air had warped the paper and made the ink bleed, but Ash didn’t take them down. He’d been to some of those places: the Fairmont hotel lobby to watch the moon landing in 1969; the Cubs World Series–winning game in 1908; the White House lawn for the inauguration of the first female president, in 2021. Zora said the maps hurt to look at, but Ash liked remembering.

He began his postflight check, hitting switches and turning knobs until the Second Star lowered down to the water and the engine sputtered off. The green safety light clicked on, telling Ash he was good to exit. He unlatched his seat belt and pushed the door open, a headache already pounding at his temples.

“Evening.”

The voice came from the shadowy end of the dock, where the Second Star’s headlights didn’t reach. Ash’s hand twitched at his side, half moving for the navy-issued snub-nosed Smith & Wesson revolver he no longer carried. But then his eyes adjusted to the dark, and he could just make out the shape of a very tall girl sitting in a plastic patio chair, her long legs crossed in front of her. She was polishing a greasy bit of engine with a spare cloth.

Ash relaxed and lowered himself to the dock, leaving the door to the cockpit open. “What are you doing here, Zora?”

“Wanted to see whether you’d make it back alive.” She said this with no inflection, as though she were disappointed that he’d managed the feat.

“Here I am. Alive, and still dead sexy.” Ash tried for a smile. Despite much evidence to the contrary, he liked to think it was a winning sort of smile. Zora didn’t look up from her engine.

Ash stopped smiling. “You mad?”

Zora spit on the cloth and worked it deeper into the crevices of a gear. She never yelled. Didn’t have to. In the past two years, her silences had gone from unnerving to brutal. They took up space and energy. They made Ash think of a great hulking animal sitting in the corner of a room, and he wasn’t supposed to look at it or even acknowledge that it was there.

“Come on,” Ash urged. “Use your words.”

Zora placed the engine in her lap and straightened, finally looking Ash in the eye. “You never listen to my words.”

“That ain’t true.”

“Like when I said, ‘Ash, please stop flying that piece-of-junk ship.’”

“It’s my piece-of-junk ship—”

“And ‘Ash, I’ll never talk to you again if you keep risking your life in that ship.’”

“You’re talking real good now—”

“And, Ash, I swear, if you die, too . . .” Zora trailed off. She was quiet for a moment, and then she picked up the piece of engine and threw it—not at Ash, but not exactly away from him, either.

It skidded across the dock and toppled into the water with a soft splash, leaving a trail of grease behind it.

Ash was just about to point out, again, that it was his damn ship, and he could die on it if he wanted to, but that one word stopped him.

Too, Zora had said. If you die, too.

He closed his mouth. Zora swore under her breath and lowered her head to her hands.

Zora liked to pretend she didn’t have emotions. If she were in charge of these things, her insides would hum along just like the motors she loved to take apart and put back together. It was why they never talked about the real reasons she didn’t want Ash going back in time. She’d already lost too many people.

Zora stood and released the Second Star’s hood, bending over the engine. “You flooded it again.”

Ash had known Zora for long enough to hear that she was really saying, We can talk about your damn feelings as long as we do it while fixing this engine.

Ash wasn’t particularly good at fixing things, but he knew how to make himself useful. He pulled a wrench off the wall and crouched beneath the hood, next to Zora. “It’s not my fault. The throttle keeps sticking.”

“If you didn’t jerk it around so much, it wouldn’t stick.” Zora took the wrench out of his hands and worked in silence for a moment, Ash watching over her shoulder. He absently touched the spot below his ribs where the dagger had pierced his skin. It didn’t hurt anymore, but his nerves hummed with premembered pain.

“Is that where she stabs you?” Zora asked, cranking the wrench to the left.

Ash nodded. He’d told Zora everything he could premember, from the girl with the white hair to the rocking boat to the stabbing itself, but she couldn’t figure out a way to keep it from happening any better than he could. He patted his side. “Right about here, yeah.”

“Is your kissing really that bad?”

“Want to find out?”

“Ha ha,” Zora said, humorless. She lifted her eyes without moving her head. “Anything new?”

Ash opened his mouth and then closed it again. There wasn’t anything new, but there was stuff he hadn’t told her. Emotional stuff. Like how, when he first saw the girl with the white hair, he’d felt happy. He’d missed her. And how, when she pulled the dagger on him, he hadn’t just felt scared. He felt heartsick. Like the sun had gone out.

That was the feeling that haunted him, more than the stab wound. He wasn’t just going to kiss this girl. He was going to fall in love with her. And she was going to betray him.

This was where his avoidance of flirting, and girls in general, came in. He knew he was going to fall in love, that the girl he fell for was going to kill him, and that both of these things were going to happen in the next four weeks. It made dating anyone seem a
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