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Part One

Once confined to fantasy and science fiction, time travel is now simply an engineering problem.

—Michio Kaku





1

Dorothy

MARCH 18, 1990, BOSTON

Dorothy sat in the passenger seat of a red Dodge Daytona, fingers tapping her crossed legs. Roman had driven, and now he was leaning against the driver’s side door, staring out at the dark city streets beyond the windshield.

The inside of the car wasn’t particularly pleasant. The air felt stale and smelled of old french fries and gasoline. They hadn’t bothered turning on the heat, and a chill crept in through the windows, making the hair on Dorothy’s arms stand up.

Oh, and the radio didn’t work. If they wanted music, they had to play the tape currently stuck in the deck, a single of Paula Abdul’s “Cold Hearted.” They’d already listened to it at least fifty times over the last few days.

“He’s a coldhearted snake,” Dorothy thought, playing the song in her head. And she must’ve started humming because Roman shot her an irritated look.

She glanced at the clock on the dashboard as the red numbers flicked from 1:18 to 1:19 a.m.

She looked up at the rearview mirror, studying the street reflected behind her. There’d been a Saint Patrick’s Day party in an apartment building a few yards back, but most of the guests had trickled out by now. The door had stayed closed for the last twenty minutes. Now the street was empty, a slick of rain glistening on the pavement.

Her heart started beating faster. She inhaled long and slow, nose twitching at the smell of french fries.

“It’s time,” she said, reaching for the door.

Roman cut his eyes at her. “Fix your mustache first.”

Dorothy twisted the mirror so she could see her face. The wax mustache perched above her upper lip was part of her disguise, but the damn thing wouldn’t stay put.

She pressed it down, grimacing as the glue took hold. The skin above her lip itched. “Better?”

“You’re too pretty to pass for a man,” Roman said, studying her.

Dorothy’s mouth quirked beneath the mustache, dislodging it again. It was a joke, sort of. She used to be pretty. But then she fell out of a time machine and got sucked into a tunnel through time and space. Her hair had turned white, and a spare bit of machinery had sliced up her face, leaving her with a jagged scar that stretched from her temple, over one eye and past her nose, and ended at the edge of her mouth. Pretty was no longer a word anyone would use to describe her.

Now she was . . .

Interesting.

“I could say the same thing about you,” she said. This wasn’t a joke. Roman was prettier than any man had a right to be, with his cool blue eyes and dark skin and messy black hair that had a way of looking intentional even when the wind had blown it into knots.

“Touché,” Roman said. He’d grown a real mustache just for tonight, and he was wearing a pair of fake, gold-rimmed glasses to make himself seem older. He used the glasses to full effect now, letting them fall down the bridge of his nose so that he could peer over them, eyebrow cocked rather seductively.

The effect had him looking more like a movie-star version of a college professor than a cop.

Dorothy was far past being taken in by Roman’s beauty. She made a gagging noise that caused his eyes to move to his reflection in the car window, brow creased in concern.

“Too much?” he asked, flicking a strand of hair off his forehead.

“You aren’t going to find any admirers in an empty museum at one in the morning,” said Dorothy.

“Ah, but there will be security cameras. And didn’t you say something about a police composite sketch?”

“You want to look your best for a police composite sketch?”

“In the movie version of this heist, I’d like to be played by Clark Gable.”

Despite herself, Dorothy grinned. No one could accuse her partner of false modesty.

“You have your dates mixed up,” she said, throwing her car door open. “Clark Gable died in 1960. This is 1990.” She hesitated, pretending to think. “Maybe Ben Affleck?”

Roman shot her a murderous look.

They climbed out of the car and crossed the street, stopping outside a wrought iron gate. A brick building hovered just beyond the trees, barely more than a dark shadow under the dim, yellow streetlights.

The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Dorothy thought, looking up. She frowned. In the photographs, it had seemed so much bigger.

A black box hung from the brick wall outside the gate. A year ago, Dorothy wouldn’t have known that it was an intercom, but, now, she leaned in close, pressing down the button with her thumb.

Static, and then a man’s voice. “Can I help you?”

“We’re with the Boston police,” Roman said. “We’re here to check on a disturbance in the courtyard.”

He flashed a small, gold badge at the camera that Dorothy had told him would be hanging above the fence. The security guard on the other side would see exactly what she wanted him to see: two Boston cops, dressed in stiff blue uniforms.

The buzzer emitted an angry growl that told her the security fence had been unlocked.

A familiar, tingly feeling of déjà vu worked its way through Dorothy’s shoulders. She had a composite sketch of the thieves taped to her mirror back at the Fairmont. It was rough, but she was convinced that the smaller of the two thieves was her, dressed as a man. She’d read every news article that existed about this heist, and each one had said the same thing: the thieves were never caught.

Which made sense. If the thieves were time travelers, they never could be caught.

Silently, they moved down the sidewalk and toward the museum’s entrance. Dorothy glanced at the twin stone panthers that guarded the front doors and felt a thrill of excitement. She’d seen them in photographs before, but now they were here, in front of her. She’d never get over that rush, when the things she’d seen in newspaper articles suddenly became real.

They pushed open the front door without knocking and walked inside, footsteps echoing against the marble. An older, African American security guard stood behind his desk. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a beard shot through with white. His eyes narrowed at them, suspicious.

This would be Aaron Roberts, then.

“I’m, um, I’m really not supposed to let people in here,” Roberts said, blinking. “But you said you’re with the police?”

Roman nodded. “You did the right thing, son. We had reports of a disturbance in your courtyard, and we need to check it out. Could you . . .”

Roman hesitated, tilting his head. “Well, now that’s strange.”

The security guard twitched and then glanced over his shoulder, like he was expecting someone to appear out of the shadows behind him. “I’m sorry. What’s strange?”

“You look an awful lot like a man we’ve been searching for.” Now Roman was rubbing his chin. He jerked his head toward the guard, eyes on Dorothy. “Doesn’t he look like Dean Morris?”

The name was made up. No one had mentioned it in any of the reports or books or articles, so they’d plucked it out of thin air. The security guard blinked.

“Morris?” he murmured.

“Would you mind stepping out from behind that desk and showing me some ID?” Roman said.

This was pivotal. There was a button beneath the desk that sounded the security alarm. It was the only one in the building. Once they got the guard away from that button, they were safe.

Aaron Roberts stepped out from behind his desk.

“I’m not this Dean guy,” he said, pulling out his wallet. He tugged his driver’s license loose and flashed it at Roman. “See?”

Roman barely glanced at it. “Sure you’re not.” He unclipped a pair of heavy-duty handcuffs from his belt, nodding at the wall. “To be safe, why don’t you go ahead and face the wall for me, Mr. Roberts. Just until we get this all cleared up.”

The security guard turned automatically. “But I didn’t do anything.”

“Don’t worry, son. As long as you cooperate you won’t be in any trouble at all.” Roman clipped the handcuffs over Roberts’s wrists.

Dorothy smothered a smile. It amused her to hear Roman call a man older than him “son.”

“What the hell?” murmured a voice behind them.

Security guard number two, Dorothy thought. It was happening just like she’d read it would, just like she’d planned. It felt a bit like playing God.

She wanted to smile, but she bit the inside of her cheek, stopping herself. Moving her lip seemed to dislodge the mustache, and she couldn’t risk blowing her cover, not when they were this close.

Nothing she’d read had mentioned the second security guard’s name or anything about him, so she hadn’t known what to expect until this moment. She turned—

And breathed a sigh of relief. He was barely older than they were, with long, gangly limbs and a spattering of acne on his forehead. Not a threat.

He looked at Roberts. “Aaron—?”

“There’s been some kinda disturbance,” Roberts muttered. Then, frowning, he added, “You didn’t frisk me. Aren’t you supposed to—”

“Sir, I’m going to need you to come here and stand next to your partner,” Roman said, cutting off Roberts. “We’ll have to call your names in before we move on.”

Guard Number Two was staring at Dorothy, eyes narrowed.

“Sir?” Roman said again, approaching him.

The guard pointed. “His mustache is falling off.”

Blast.

It seemed to Dorothy that Roman stiffened as her own fingers flew to her face. Sure enough, the damn mustache was askew. Her first impulse was to fix it, but it was too late. The second guard was already shaking his head, backing away. His eyes flicked to the security desk. The alarm.

She felt Roman’s eyes on her, questioning, and she could hear what he was thinking as clearly as if he’d actually spoken the words out loud. It’s not supposed to happen like this.

History was supposed to be on their side. Dorothy had spent so long preparing. Night after night falling asleep with a musty old book as a pillow. Hours spent staring at a computer screen, until the words all blurred and a dull headache beat at her skull. They weren’t going to be caught. They couldn’t be.

Dorothy moved between the guard and the alarm, reflexively. He was larger than she was, and she saw his eyes narrow as they moved over her body, sizing her up. He could push through her, he was thinking.

Well, he could try to.

Dorothy had learned many things during the last year she’d spent with the Black Cirkus, but perhaps the most useful was the location of the esophagus. There was a spot on the human body where the esophagus peeked out from behind the collarbone, all frail and weak, and if she happened to, say, jam her fingers into that spot, she could make a man twice her size cry for his mother.

This man was not twice Dorothy’s size, but he still lurched at her, and so she calmly stuck two fingers into that tender spot just below his neck and hooked them in and down.

He jerked backward, gasping, hands grabbing at his throat. “What the—”

Dorothy used that second of surprise to spin him around, wrenching both arms behind his back. He twisted, all red-faced and wide-eyed, trying to see her face.

He looked at her then, really looked at her, and she saw him take in the scar. The white hair.

“Jesus,” he choked out. “You’re not a—”

Before he could finish, she’d jerked his arm upward so it would hurt.

“Watch it!” the guard shouted, but he didn’t fight as she slapped the cuffs over his wrists. “You’re not even a cop, are you?”

“Not remotely,” said Dorothy. She shoved the guard up against the wall, beside his partner. Now that they were both cuffed, they were no longer a threat. “This is a robbery. You don’t know it yet, but it will go down in history as the greatest robbery ever performed.”

Dorothy and Roman led the guards to the basement, handcuffed them to pipes, and wrapped duct tape around their hands, feet, and heads. Then they headed upstairs to the Dutch Room.

Dorothy had practically memorized the Dutch Room. She’d spent hours poring over photographs, wondering if the tile floor would cause her to trip in her oversize boots, if their voices would carry through the high, arched windows and into the courtyard below, if they’d be able to see in the near-perfect dark.

Her flashlight’s beam bounced off green brocade walls and gilded gold frames holding the most famous artwork in the history of the world. Chairs and heavy wooden furniture had been pushed up against the walls, almost like someone had cleared the center of the room for a dance. Dorothy grinned a little at the thought. It was the 1990s. The kind of dancing she was thinking of hadn’t been popular for a hundred years and the nonsense that had taken its place . . .

Well. It seemed more like convulsing than dancing, to her.

“We have a little over an hour,” she said as Roman headed for a framed Vermeer.

“You’re the boss.” Roman pulled a box cutter out of his pocket and began cutting the painting from its frame.

Isabella Stewart Gardner had bought that Vermeer in 1892, for 29,000 francs, Dorothy thought, remembering her research. Now it was worth millions.

She tilted her head to the side, studying it. It was smaller than she’d expected it to be. Why was everything so much smaller in real life?

They packed up paintings by Vermeer, Rembrandt, Degas, and Manet, along with an ancient Chinese gu vase and a bronze eagle finial that had sat atop a framed Napoleonic flag (the flag stayed stubbornly attached to the wall, no matter how hard they tried to remove it).

Finally, Roman checked his watch. “It’s been seventy-nine minutes.”

“Fine,” Dorothy said, stowing the final painting away in her bag. “Let’s go.”

His eyes narrowed. “And the guards?”

“The police will be here in six hours. I’m sure they’ll let them out.”

“You’re terrible,” Roman said. But he smiled in an amused sort of way that let Dorothy know he approved.

“Come on,” she said, hitching her duffel farther up her shoulder as she started for the museum doors.

The Black Crow waited for them in a nearby park, its bullet-shaped body and finned tail hidden by tree branches, tall grass, and the night’s long shadows. Roman loaded the stolen artwork into the cargo hold while Dorothy climbed into the cockpit and began their preflight check. Roman had spent the last year teaching her to fly the time machine. She couldn’t handle the ship quite as well as he could yet, but she was getting better every day.

“Wing flaps,” she murmured to herself, fingers flying over the control panel. And the carburetor needed to be moved into position, the throttle opened. She checked the EM gauge and saw that the dial was trained on full. They’d been going back in time nearly every day for weeks and, still, the store hadn’t been depleted. How strange.

She sat back in her seat, eyes still on the gauge. The time machine had been Roman’s doing, built using the blueprints he’d stolen from Professor Zacharias Walker, the father of time travel. But a time machine would blow apart the second it entered an anil if it didn’t have any exotic matter—or EM—to stabilize the volatile winds of the tunnel. And Dorothy had provided the EM.

She felt a flush of pride as the memory rose in her mind, strange as always:

My name is Quinn Fox. . . . I have something you need.

Those were the words that had sealed her fate one year and two weeks ago. Just moments before, she’d been on board another time machine, begging a pilot with gold eyes to let her stay in New Seattle, with him, instead of returning her to her old life back in 1913.

And then a storm ripped her away and blew her through walls of time and smoke. She’d landed on the docks at Roman’s feet a year before she would meet that gold-eyed pilot, Ash, and well over a hundred years after her mother, along with everyone she’d ever known, had died.

Dorothy could still feel the chill of the dock that she’d woken up on, and she could remember the fear that’d beat beneath her chest when she realized how alone she truly was. She’d really had only two choices:

She could offer Roman the one thing of value she’d had on her, the exotic matter that would allow him to travel through time. Working with Roman meant joining the Black Cirkus, a notoriously vicious local gang. It meant becoming someone ruthless herself.

But her other choice was to try and navigate the horrors of New Seattle on her own.

Dorothy hadn’t been in the future for long, but even she knew that bad things happened to a girl who showed up in a strange place without family or friends or allies. In the end, it had been no choice at all.

And if she sometimes found herself thinking about the pilot with the gold eyes and wondering what might’ve happened if she’d only gone to him and explained who she was and when she’d come from . . .

Well. All she had to do was remind herself of the first time she and Ash had met, back in a churchyard in 1913. She could instantly recall the look of disdain he’d gotten in those eyes, the sound of his voice when he told her that, no, he wouldn’t be able to help her.

It was that no she couldn’t stop thinking about. She couldn’t bear to hear it again, not after everything that had happened between them.

And so, over time, she’d gotten better at brushing the other, fonder memories aside.

She’d made her choice. There was no going back now.





2

Ash

NOVEMBER 5, 2077, NEW SEATTLE

Back in New Seattle, near twilight. The sky was a thin, watery green, the same color as the pea soup Ash used to get in his rations back in the war. He could almost feel the weight of it pressing down on him, like a warning of things to come.

He tensed, thinking, Seven days.

Professor Walker had once told him that you could premember something up to a year into the future. It was the “up to a year” part that Ash had been focusing on, recently. Because he’d first seen the prememory of his own death 358 days ago.

Which meant that, at best, he had seven days left to live. Less than that, probably.

Help me find Dorothy, and I’ll go without a fight.

Chandra fidgeted as the guards patted Ash down. It would be easier to ignore the stormy sky if they were standing anywhere other than the docks on the Aurora waterway, which was the seediest part of New Seattle. The city had always had a sex trade, but the earthquake had brought it out into the open, made it seem almost legitimate. Now the motels along what used to be the Aurora highway proudly advertised what they sold.

The misty rain had plastered Chandra’s hair to the back of her neck and sent droplets rolling down her dark skin. She kept her eyes trained on the guards, lips pressed together to keep them from trembling. The two men looked more like hunks of granite than like people. The lines of their faces were sharp and hard, their eyes near black in the strange, green light. Rain glimmered off the assault rifles hanging from their backs.

Gnarled fingers dug into Ash’s pockets and fumbled with the lining of his jacket, searching for weapons.

He let his eyes linger on their rifles for a moment before moving them back to the sky.

“Tornado sky,” his mother would’ve called it.

He could picture her now, standing on their front porch, tapping one of his dad’s Camels out of its pack. She’d stick the cigarette between her teeth, lighting it in her cupped hand as she watched the sky through slits of eyes.

“Storm’ll blow in soon,” she’d warn, shaking the match out.

But she wouldn’t go inside. Real Nebraskans didn’t run from tornadoes, not until the clouds turned black and formed a wall that touched from sky to ground. Not until the rain fell sideways, and the wind came through strong enough to blow you back a step.

Ash held that image of his mother in his head now: unafraid as she stared down the tornado sky. It wasn’t bravery that kept her on the porch while the storm rolled closer. It was pure, animal stubbornness. Somewhere deep in her blood, she thought she could scare the storm away, keep it from taking what was hers. That same blood ran through his veins, for better or worse.

But Dorothy was never yours, said a voice at the back of his head. And you don’t even know if she survived.

Ash flinched, like the voice was a gnat buzzing at his ear. One of the guards glanced at him, frowning. Ash gritted his teeth, keeping his eyes focused on the horizon, until the guard grunted and continued his search.

It was true, Dorothy hadn’t been his. But she’d been lost during his mission. He’d agreed to take her back in time, to the year 1980, to search for Professor Zacharias Walker, his old mentor. He’d known how dangerous it would be to travel through the anil with such a meager supply of exotic matter, and he’d done it anyway. And then, when the EM began to fail, Dorothy had risked her life to change the exotic matter in the Second Star midflight, saving them all.

And then the ship had crashed. And Dorothy had vanished into the anil.

I don’t think she died, Zora had told Ash in the days immediately following the crash. She had the EM on her. . . . Maybe she only missed us by a few months.

It wasn’t an entirely foolish thing to hope for. The anil was volatile, with winds that rose above 100 knots, and storms constantly flickering around the cloudy tunnel walls, but the exotic matter Dorothy had been holding might’ve created a kind of protective bubble around her, keeping the anil’s inclement weather at bay. Ash had never heard of a human being surviving the anil without a time machine, but he had to believe it was possible. He simply couldn’t bear the alternative.

They’d lost contact with Dorothy only seconds before crashing back in 2077. If she’d survived, she could already be here, somewhere, in this godforsaken city. Ash just had to find her before someone else did.

“He’s clean,” said the guard, dropping his hands.

The other guard grunted, turning to Chandra. “And her?”

Chandra squirmed under his hungry eyes, tugging on her T-shirt. The shirt was intentionally too small, to show off her figure. This was a key part of their plan but, still, Ash’s cheeks burned as he caught a glimpse of her bare skin from the corner of his eye. He’d spent most of the afternoon pretending her body ended at her neck.

“You know what Mac says about touching the merchandise.” The first guard nodded, a hard jerk of his square jaw. “Let ’em past.”

Merchandise. Ash had never realized how many muscles there were in his face, how hard it was to focus on each of them at the same time, willing them to stay still when all they wanted to do was grimace at the ugliness of what had just been said.

Not a girl; not a human being.

Merchandise.

He didn’t think he’d ever hated anyone as much as he hated Mac at that moment. He didn’t know the man personally, but he’d heard of him. Unfortunately. Everyone in New Seattle had heard of Mac Murphy, owner of the city’s grimiest brothel. He was a toad of a human being, both in physical appearance, and in general effect on the world around him. Ash wished it were physically possible to squish him beneath his shoe. The world would be a better place if Mac Murphy were just green sludge on the sole of his boot.

There was a beat of silence, and then the second guard shuffled to the side, licking his lips. “Go on then, honey,” he said, eyes on Chandra.

“Move,” Ash murmured, voice low, nudging Chandra forward.

She stumbled, shoulders hunched up near her ears.

“Oh God,” she said, walking steadier now. She tried, again, to tug her T-shirt lower, as though she could make it grow several more inches through sheer force of will.

Ash tipped his head as they walked past the horrible men with guns. He was careful not to move too quickly and to keep his shoulders relaxed, like this was all normal. Something he did every day.

The green sky lit up. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

Not an omen, Ash told himself.

Keep walking.

Mac’s brothel crouched at the end of the dock like an animal waiting to pounce on its prey. It used to be a motel, the kind of place with a flickering vacancy light, and rooms that could be rented by the hour. It’d been horrible even before the floods had made everything horrible; now, it was hell. Only the top two floors were still above the water, a thick carpet of black mold crawling up their dingy, yellow siding. There wasn’t glass in the windows, but Mac had covered some of them with cardboard and old blankets to keep what little warmth there was left inside the building. The rest of the windows yawned open, reminding Ash of broken teeth.

Mac himself sat in a moth-eaten chair inside the first motel room off the dock, feet kicked up on his makeshift desk, which was just a moldy piece of wood balanced over two stacks of cinder blocks. The door was propped open with a brick, and Mac had a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He was a squat man with a barrel chest, and his face really did have a toad-like quality: eyes too far apart; big, peeling chapped lips. Ash half expected his tongue to flick out of his mouth and snap up a nearby fly.

Mac chewed on his thick bottom lip, cigarette dangling. “You got business here, son?”

His eyes lingered on Chandra’s T-shirt, and Ash felt a flash of anger deep in his gut.

“Heard you paid for girls,” Ash said, working hard to keep his voice steady.

Chandra shifted her eyes to the floor, shoulders bunched up around her ears. She sniffled in a small, pitiful way, and Ash felt a flush of pride. He knew she was scared, but this, at least, was pure performance. In fact, it reminded him of a television show about the Wild West that she’d been watching the week before. This was why he’d asked Chandra to help him out with this little mission. Zora was a crap actress.

Mac leaned back in his chair, considering her. After a moment he said, “She ain’t much to look at.”

It took every bit of willpower Ash had not to knock the cigarette from Mac’s mouth right then and there.

He caught a scowl shaping Chandra’s lips and elbowed her. She quickly transformed it into the beginning of a sob. Hands balled at her mouth, silent tears.

Mac let his chair drop back down to all fours. “But there’s no accounting for taste around here. Some of my clients like ’em different. I could give you . . .” He paused, digging something out of his teeth with his thumbnail. Shrugging, he tried, “Fifty?”

Ash swallowed, barely hearing the price. He prepared himself to say the thing he’d come here to say. “Would you take it in trade?”

The words turned his stomach. People weren’t things to be traded. Or, they shouldn’t be. But here he was.

Mac’s eyes narrowed, and Ash felt the muscles in his shoulders pull tight. Did he recognize him? Before the mega-quake, Ash’s face had been in the news here and there. He looked different now. His hair was longer and shaggier. He hadn’t bothered shaving since Dorothy had disappeared, and he had a little scruff on his cheeks.

But, still, there were people around these parts who might remember the young pilot who was brought back from the past by a mad scientist. Ash had been counting on Mac not being one of those people. He didn’t look like the type to watch the news.

Mac’s eyes lingered on him a moment longer. “You ain’t one of my regulars?”

It sounded like a question, like Mac was trying to figure out where he recognized him from.

Ash tensed. “No, sir, I’m not,” he said. “But I’ve been by the Rusty Nail now and then.”

The Rusty Nail was a bar at the end of Aurora that Mac was known to frequent. Mac nodded, apparently satisfied with this explanation.

Ash exhaled, relieved. “I heard you got a new girl. Real pretty. Brown hair.” I heard she bit the last guy who tried to touch her, Ash thought, but he didn’t say that part out loud.

It was the biting detail that had caught his attention. He’d been at some trash bar on the outskirts of town when the guy next to him had yanked back his sleeve, showing off two swollen, moon-shaped welts in the crook of his arm.

“Teeth,” he’d said, when he caught Ash looking. “Murphy’s new whore has a temper on her.”

Dorothy, Ash had thought. He could easily picture her biting any man who tried to touch her without her permission.

According to bite-mark guy, Mac’s new whore had shown up in a seedier part of the city about a month ago, lost and alone but pretty as a picture. She wouldn’t tell anyone her real name, but Mac was calling her Hope, and, Hey, wasn’t that ironic? Get it? Because she didn’t have any hope left. Followed by a hearty laugh.

Ash had supplied the bite-mark guy with drinks and bowls of peanuts until he was reasonably sure he’d gotten the whole story.

And then he’d taken him out behind the bar and beaten the living crap out of him.

Because really.

Now Mac’s face broke into a crooked smile that showed off several rotting teeth. “Oh, we got a new girl all right, but she’s worth a bit more than fifty.” A pause, like he was considering something. “I suppose I could let her go for twice that—and that’s me being generous, mind, what with you a new customer and all.”

Ash had been expecting this. He dug around in his coat, pausing when he found the slim envelope he’d tucked inside the lining.

The envelope contained his savings. It came to about seventy-five dollars. Just five creased and greasy bills. It felt like nothing at all.

How was it that he was going to hand over this envelope and get a person in return?

Dorothy’s face flashed into his head just then. He saw her as she’d been in those last few moments before she’d climbed out of his ship and disappeared into the storm. Grease-smudged face. Frizzed hair.

In the space of seconds, his disgust was snatched away and replaced with hope. Let it be her, he prayed. Let it be this easy.

He placed the envelope onto the rickety table, fingers tingling as he moved his hand away.

Mac grabbed the money and greedily counted the bills. “This all seems to be in order.” He shoved the envelope down the back of his trousers and nodded at Chandra. “Come with me, doll.”

“She stays here,” Ash said too quickly.

Mac hesitated, eyebrows climbing his forehead. He looked suspicious for the first time since Ash walked in.

“Did I miss the part where you give orders in my club?” he asked in a careful voice.

Tread lightly, Ash thought, fear prickling up his spine. This wasn’t some fragile ego he was dealing with, not like the guy at the bar. Mac’s hatred was heartier than that.

Mac was a gasoline-soaked rag—a single match and he’d explode.

Ash weighed his words before saying, “I want to see the girl before I hand over the rest of the payment.”

Mac shrugged, all casual. But the suspicion didn’t leave his eyes. “If you like.”

He walked out of the room. Whistling.

Chandra kept her head bowed until the hideous toad man was gone. Then she straightened, tossing her dark hair over one shoulder. Her eyes blazed. “When do I get to shoot him?”

Ash glanced at her. She had his gun tucked down her pant leg, held snug by her sock. It was the only place he could be sure no one would look for it. Guards weren’t allowed to inspect the new girls before Mac did, after all. It was a flaw in the system that Ash was happy to exploit.

“After he brings Dorothy out,” Ash said. “Then you can shoot his balls off for all I care.”

Chandra favored him with a slow blink, perhaps imagining this exact scenario. She said, grinning, “Goody.”

Fifteen minutes passed before Ash heard the approach of footsteps outside the motel room. The skin behind his ears prickled. He shifted his body between Chandra and the door.

“Now you’re feeling protective,” Chandra muttered, bristling.

Ash swallowed the sudden tightness in his throat. “Quiet.”

“I’m just saying, you could’ve played the hero before, back when he was sexually assaulting me with his eyes.”

Ash shot her a look, and Chandra mimed zipping her mouth shut.

Mac walked past the window first. The curtains were drawn, but Ash recognized his fat head through the yellowing fabric. A smaller shadow shuffled close behind him. A girl, her body slight and bent over.

Ash felt his breath catch.

Mac walked back into the room. “Behold,” he said, lip curling in what he must’ve thought was a smile. “The prettiest whore in all of New Seattle!”

The girl appeared at the door. She was staring at her feet, dark hair covering her face.

“Well?” Mac looked from the girl to Ash expectantly. “What do you think?”

His voice lifted the girl’s head, and her dark hair parted like a curtain, revealing skin pale as china, bow-shaped lips, and eyes like a doll’s. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen years old, Ash realized, the hope draining out of him. She wasn’t Dorothy.

A bruise colored the skin around her left eye. He wondered if that had been her punishment for biting the last man who’d stood where he was standing now.

Mac said something else, but Ash couldn’t have said what it was. His blood was pumping in his ears, so loud that he couldn’t hear anything over it.

“Chandra,” he said, trying and failing to keep the emotion from his voice. “Now.”

Chandra lurched forward, faking a sudden coughing fit. She was faster than Ash had expected her to be, so fast that he wondered if she’d been practicing in her room back at the schoolhouse. Mac barely had time to frown at her and mutter something about bringing him sick girls before her hand was at her ankle, fingers curling around the gun tucked in her sock.

She stood, one eye closing as she took aim.

“Whoa.” Mac raised his hands, backing away. He looked at Ash. “What’s this? I thought we were dealing in good faith, here.”

“Hey, toad face,” Chandra said. “Why are you looking at him? I’m the one with the gun.”

Ash shrugged. “Sounds like you should be dealing with her.”

Mac’s lips twitched, as though the very thought disgusted him. “You let a girl run your show, friend?”

“As frequently as possible,” said Ash. “Now—”

“Wait a second . . . I know you.” Mac’s beady eyes flicked over to Chandra and narrowed. “Yeah, and you. You’re part of that time travelers’ group, right? The Chronology whatever?”

He was talking about the Chronology Protection Agency, a team of time travelers taken from throughout history and brought to New Seattle two years ago to work alongside the late, great Professor Zacharias Walker.

Mac smiled, and gave a slow shake of his head. “I’ve had people out looking for you and your friends for the last month. You’re well hidden. That intentional?”

“It is,” Ash said, a rough edge to his voice. “We got a little tired of people showing up on our doorstep asking us to take them back in time to see the dinosaurs.”

“That so?” Mac chewed on his chapped lip, grinning slightly. “So you don’t take requests? Say, for local business owners. There would be payment involved.”

Local business owners. The phrase turned Ash’s stomach. “We aren’t going to take you back in time, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I could make it worth your while.”

“No, thanks,” Ash said.

Mac’s eyes darted to the makeshift desk under the window. Ash followed his gaze to a small black Glock.

“Go for it and I shoot.” Chandra slid a thumb over the gun’s hammer. “Where do you keep the rest of the girls?”

Mac inched toward the desk. “If you think I’m going to—”

Chandra fired, sending a bullet straight through the pimp’s thigh. He howled with pain, dropping to his knees. Blood leaked onto the floor.

“I was aiming a bit higher than your leg,” Chandra said. “Should I try again?”

“She’s not very good with that thing,” Ash said.

Mac pushed his fist to his mouth and bit down on his knuckles. A tear oozed out of his eye and slithered down his cheek. He had his other hand pressed to the wound in his leg, blood gushing through his fingers.

“They’re—they’re upstairs,” he gasped, cringing. “Room Three-C.”

Ash glanced at Chandra, half expecting her to shoot again, but she only tucked the gun in the back of her jeans, scowling at Mac as she darted out of the room. The young dark-haired girl hesitated for a moment and then followed her.

Ash tipped his chin to the pimp bleeding on the floor. “Pleasure doing business.”

Mac’s moans followed him out into the hall; his ears were still ringing with them when he reached the stairs.

Room 3C looked flooded from the outside. Water sloshed around the bottom of the door, and the wooden frame was rotted clean through. Ash lowered a hand to the doorknob and leaned against the wood with his shoulder, hoping the door would just collapse beneath him. But it held.

“Damn,” he muttered, relaxing. The curtain to the side of the door flicked as one of the girls looked out.

“Let me,” the small, dark-haired girl said. Her voice was deeper than Ash expected, making her seem much older than he’d originally guessed.

The girl slipped past him and knocked softly. “Mira,” she said. “It’s me. Open up.”

There was a beat, and then the door creaked open. A redheaded girl with a face full of freckles peered out. Her eyes flicked anxiously from Ash to Chandra.

“Who are the people, Hope?” Her voice was a thin rasp.

“I don’t know,” Hope said. Then, with an attempt at a grin: “They shot Mac.”

“Did they?” Mira pushed the door open wider. Behind her, Ash could see a small dim room with low ceilings, lit by scattered, flickering candles. A few girls were spread out across a bare mattress, dressed in sweats and oversize flannel shirts, playing cards. Another sat in front of a cracked mirror, trying to curl her hair with her fingers.

Mira considered Ash. “Are you our new pimp, then?”

“What?” Ash felt the backs of his ears flare. “No. God no.”

“You shot Mac.”

“Actually, I shot Mac,” Chandra cut in. “Does that make me your new pimp?”

“Neither of us is going to be your new pimp,” Ash said.

Mira didn’t look convinced. “You shot Mac out of the goodness of your heart, then?” Her eyes traveled down Ash’s body, assessing him. “Nobody does something for nothing.”

“We’re looking for someone. A girl. Small, with long, dark hair.” Ash nodded at Hope. “Like her.”

The corner of Mira’s mouth twitched. “There are no other girls like her, my friend.”

She started to push the door closed.

“Wait.” Ash wedged his foot between the door and the frame, holding it open. He felt his heart beating in his throat. This couldn’t be it. “Please.”

Mira’s eyes softened. “We have all lost someone. I’m sorry.”

Ash exhaled unevenly, half his breath releasing in a ragged spurt. His disappointment felt physical, like something had been carved out of him.

He’d been so sure she would be there.

He remembered the lift of hope he’d felt when he heard the guy at the bar’s story. It had been nearly three weeks since Dorothy had disappeared. That was nineteen nights, each of them filled with hours and hours of darkness. Ash had spent every minute of that darkness staring at the ceiling above his bed, imagining ways he might’ve saved her.

The hope that she might be here had worked as a salve for a while, numbing his pain, giving him something to plan for. It was much easier to storm into a brothel with a gun than it was to face the truth.

And the truth was that Dorothy was gone. She’d been lost in time.

And Ash didn’t know where to begin looking for her.

He slid his foot out the door. “Mac’s bleeding pretty bad upstairs. If any of you are looking to make a run for it, now would be the time.”

None of the girls moved. They looked at each other and then back at Ash.

Mira cocked her head. “But where else would we go?”

When Ash couldn’t answer, she ushered Hope back inside and pushed the door closed.
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Dorothy

NOVEMBER 5, 2077, NEW SEATTLE

Three weeks ago, Dorothy had kidnapped herself.

Well. Her past self.

Time was a circle. She’d learned that a year ago, and she was still learning and relearning it, even now. When she went back to the 1990s to steal art from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, she knew she’d be successful because she’d already been successful; the heist had gone down in history as the most impressive of all time. It was dizzying to think about, but, sometimes, the things one did in the past didn’t really happen until the future, and things one didn’t think had happened at all were already happening in someone else’s past.

For instance, when Dorothy had first arrived in New Seattle, she’d heard about a mysterious girl named Quinn Fox. But it wasn’t until she fell backward in time that she realized she was Quinn Fox. She’d always been Quinn Fox.

But she still had work to do. Certain things had to be put into place in order for everything to happen the way it was supposed to. Roman needed to make sure Dorothy ended up with the exotic matter before she fell off Ash’s ship, for one thing. And that meant that she and Roman had needed to kidnap her past self and plant the idea to go back in time in the first place.

It had been . . . elaborate. But Dorothy had been fully prepared for the tediousness of setting up clues for her past self to follow, of feeding Roman lines and planting hints and weaving suspicion—

She hadn’t been prepared to see herself, though. That had come as something of a shock. She kept reliving the moment when it’d happened, the stuffy heat of the hotel room and the smell of mold and damp and something else, a lightly floral scent that had made her nose twitch, reminding her of her mother.

“What about our newest guest?” she’d asked Roman. The conversation had been staged, naturally. They’d needed Dorothy’s past self to think they were going to kill her so that she’d steal the Professor’s journal (which they’d conveniently left behind for her to discover) and jump out a window, thus delivering the journal to Ash and his friends. “Bring me whatever valuables you find, and get rid of the body. We need the room empty again by tonight.”

Dorothy could still remember how terrified she’d been when she’d first heard those words. Get rid of the body. Like she was merely a thing to be disposed of, a chore. She’d imagined a single gunshot in her back as she was running away, a sudden numbness, followed by a thick, heavy darkness. Standing there, saying the words herself, she’d felt blood pumping in her palms and a bitter taste hit the back of her throat. She wasn’t that girl any longer. She wouldn’t be helpless again.

So maybe that was why she’d looked, to prove to herself that she’d changed. She’d heard the soft rustle of fabric behind her and she’d turned on instinct, inadvertently catching a glimpse of her own face.

It had been her old face, unravaged by a fall from a time machine, or a year spent with a vicious gang. Her skin had been clear, her hair dark and chestnut brown. The first thought Dorothy had, seeing her past self, was no wonder she’d kept getting taken: she’d looked more like a doll than like a person, and she’d been so much younger than Dorothy could ever remember being. And innocent.

As soon as she thought it, the word got stuck in her head, like a bit of a song lyric that she couldn’t stop singing. Innocent, innocent . . . Had she ever been innocent? She’d been a thief and a con artist before she’d become Quinn Fox. She’d stolen money and hearts; she’d tricked men into believing she wanted them and then disappeared to leave them to tend to their wounds alone. Innocent was never a word she’d have used to describe herself, and she wouldn’t have believed it if the proof hadn’t been right there.

She’d felt a jolt then, as she realized that—innocent or not—the girl she’d once been was gone. Quinn Fox had killed her.

Now Dorothy tugged
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