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


The ghosts are fighting again.

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

Trust me, I’m the expert on eternity.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Am not!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I really hope it isn’t the latter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She’s right outside our door. Shit.

“I’m on it,” Ender says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Outside, the woman screams. “Ataphoi!”

Ghost.

Our time is up.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wonder whose fault that is,” I grumble.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Order of the universe restored for today.

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

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

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

Ender shrinks away. Coward.

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

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

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

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

“Maybe you’re just a–”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Even smaller when you can’t leave.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is it?” I ask.

Ender points behind me.

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

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

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

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


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

It is chaos.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Everest!”

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

“What does ‘soon’ mean?”

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

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

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

I still remember the moment he finally returned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do we do?” Beam whispers.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” I had pleaded.

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

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

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

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

I’d nearly resigned myself to this fate.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Again?” I ask.

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

That is, when they’re not fighting.

They’re impertinent fools, just like their gods.

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

It’s not working, Quill says.

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

“That’s just petty,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The fair’s displeasure ripples around us. Noted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

That little traitor.

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

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

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

“Not this again,” Ender groans.

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

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

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

“I’m just saying, mortal
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