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      Much of London was bustling with Christmas preparations, but the prosperous streets of Mayfair remained as calm and quiet as always. In the misty gloaming, hearth fires glowed from the tall windows of the stately homes lining Grosvenor Square, lending an emotional warmth to cold streets just starting to turn white with the snow that had been falling in flurries since noon.

      Alison called a halt to the Squad’s patrol on the pavement in front of a house bright with newly added white brick. She, Leech, Dolly, and Mick looked at one another for a moment before collectively shrugging to indicate that they had completed their task, even though they had nothing to show for it. Although Leech had felt a couple stirrings, there hadn’t been any sign that any time alleys had opened recently or that any would open soon.

      The lack of alley phenomena was pleasant because it made patrol more a brisk walk through festive London than yet another shift on a job that Mick would have to do daily until he either lost his alley sight or graduated from the Forsyth Institute. And Mick had the best alley sight at the Institute, meaning that he was extremely unlikely ever to lose it, much less before graduation. It was also a blessing that patrol was the only work he had that day. Michaelmas term had ended recently, so Mick and the rest of the Squad didn’t have to worry about schoolwork until the new year. But time alleys, by their very nature, didn’t care about the normal passage of time, much less anybody’s term schedule or Christmas errands, so the Squad and the other Institute patrol teams were still out in full force, scouring the sequences for signs that time was misbehaving.

      Although the need to patrol never changed, there had been a lot of changes at the Institute in the two-plus months since Mick had helped prevent the Realignment, which would have made it possible for some alley rats to travel backward through time at will, instead of the usual way: only accidentally and only once. For starters, the Squad was now a greet team, promoted from being a street team. So, out on patrol, they not only had more flexibility, they had more information, including being able to discreetly send and receive updates via the Institute’s secret telegraph network. As the team’s thane, Alison had also been allowed to broaden her network of non-alley rat informants beyond bribing the local constable with baked potatoes and sweet plums. She couldn’t mention time travel to such informants, of course, but she could tell them any cover story she wanted, as long as Miss North or Mr. Victor signed off on it and as long as Chris Biggs, Mick’s friend and one of the Project’s spymasters, knew about it.

      One of Alison’s first new informants had been Tips, her friend from back when they had been homeless together on London’s streets. A few years older than Alison, Tips was now a refined girl, basically a woman by Victorian standards. She had only a year or two left in her studies at the School for Orphans of the Empire, which she attended with her and Alison’s other friends from the streets, Hoot and Gristle. Mick wasn’t sure where the nicknames “Hoot” and “Gristle” came from, but “Tips” came from “fingertips.” While living on the streets, Tips had often used her nimble fingertips to steal valuables from pockets, stalls, stores, and anywhere else the owner looked away at the wrong time. Mick wondered if Tips still stole things. He figured it must be harder now that she was so pretty that people were always watching her. But probably most of them weren’t focused on her fingertips.

      Another, bigger change was that it was harder to know whom to trust. Mick trusted Alison, Leech, and Dolly, of course. And he trusted Gail Atkinson, recently promoted to don, and Chris Biggs, Miss Emmet, Miss North, and a few others. But beyond that, he wasn’t sure whose intentions were good or whose discretion was reliable. The Realignment clearly had been backed by powerful people and interests, but their identities remained hidden. The most obvious culprit had been the Earl of Harrowgrave, a ruthless, power-hungry man with vast wealth and a dark reputation. But Lord Harrowgrave wasn’t the Realignment’s only backer, and he might not even have been the main one. Within hours after the Realignment’s failure, Lord Harrowgrave had been mysteriously murdered. Soon afterward, Chris, Mick, and a handful of other “Palladians” had learned that Catherine Collins, the young woman who had done most of Lord Harrowgrave’s legwork for the Realignment, had probably been working for a different powerful aristocrat, Lady Penbrook, at least as much as for Lord Harrowgrave.

      Mick and the Squad had met Lady Penbrook when they were attending the Institute’s version of summer school at Demeter Academy, a sort of school-farm-workshop far south of the river in Peckham. Through her influence, Mick and Alison had eventually been introduced to the Undertaking, a group of alley rats stealthily trying to chip away at some of Victorian England’s dumbest and cruelest inequities. Mick had found Lady Penbrook too intimidating to like, but he had admired her, as had Alison and many others. It had been a painful, frightening shock to learn that Lady Penbrook probably had been trying to cause the Realignment rather than working with the rest of the Undertaking to prevent it. And that had been the reason the Palladians had formed their own small, secret group—even key people in the Undertaking couldn’t always be trusted.

      Of course, it wasn’t absolutely certain that Lady Penbrook had been involved with the Realignment, and if she had been, nobody except her and possibly Catherine Collins knew why. Everything was confusing and shrouded in secrecy.

      Still, it sure looked like Lady Penbrook had been involved, and it was hard to think of a good reason for that. Lord Harrowgrave had taken his motivations to the tomb, but it was a safe bet that he had thought the Realignment would make him even richer and more powerful. Catherine Collins’ motives—and loyalties—were unclear, and nobody could find her to ask her. She had disappeared the day the Realignment failed, and not even Chris had been able to find her. And Chris could find anybody, at least anybody in London.

      Mick had his own reasons for wanting to find Catherine Collins, starting with the fact that despite now being a decade older than he was, she was almost surely his sister Emilia, whom he had last seen when she was a baby and he had gotten pulled into the time alley that brought him from 2024 Chicago to 1853 London.

      “Are you quite all right, Gunner?” Alison asked, the fretful vertical line between her blue eyes deepened by the frown taking over her long, narrow face.

      Mick wondered what had been showing in his expression. He nodded.

      “Only, you don’t look at all well,” Alison said.

      “I’m well enough,” Mick said. He couldn’t talk to them about Catherine Collins because he hadn’t told anybody that she was his sister. Every day that went by made him both more desperate to tell someone and more afraid to tell anyone.

      “Yet you look like you’ve just seen Marley’s ghost,” Leech said, his bright green eyes alert with interest.

      The Tory Six boys’ prefect, Mr. Braddock, had been reading A Christmas Carol to the Sixers each night in his newly deep voice, and he was a surprisingly good actor. He’d made Marley’s ghost sound legitimately spooky.

      Mick noticed that Dolly’s rounded face was also wearing an even more worried expression than usual. Clearly, his friends were going to keep asking him questions unless he came up with an explanation. He realized that he could get away with telling them the truth. Well, a truth, even if it wasn’t the truth that was bothering him at the moment. “Well,” he said, trying with partial success to maintain a high-class London accent that matched the neighborhood, “we’re really close to Lady Penbrook’s townhouse. It makes me anxious.”

      Leech and Dolly opened their mouths slightly in surprise as they consulted their mental maps of London. Alison’s expression relaxed, without, of course, showing any surprise. Alison had survived on the streets of London for years as a small child. She always knew where she was and what was around her, and she obviously hadn’t forgotten that Lady Penbrook’s townhouse was nearby.

      After the initial surprise, Leech’s face hardened. “Perhaps we should pay her ladyship a call,” he said, in a perfect upper-class London accent. “Perhaps we might offer her a gift in remembrance of Owl.” His voice reverted to his actual Irish accent. “A firebomb, maybe.”

      “Leech,” Alison said sharply, “don’t talk rubbish. You and Dolly both promised never to tell another soul that we suspect Lady Penbrook was involved in the Realignment, did you not?”

      “We most definitely did,” Dolly said.

      Palladians weren’t supposed to unnecessarily share information, even with each other, but Mick had gotten permission to tell the Squad enough about Lady Penbrook and the Realignment so that they would know, and could avoid, the biggest risks. But knowing that Lady Penbrook had probably helped cause the fight over the Realignment that had gotten their friend Owl killed had filled Leech with a burning fury. Mick suspected that Dolly’s and Alison’s anger, like his own, was burning just as hot but with the fires mostly screened from view.

      “And telling Lady Penbrook of that suspicion would be telling another soul, would it not?” Alison asked.

      “It most definitely would,” Dolly said.

      Leech remained silent, his face tight.

      “Leech?” Alison prompted.

      “She got Owl killed,” Leech said.

      “You gave your word, Leigh Charles,” Alison said. “You are our friend, you are our teammate, and you gave your word.”

      Leech threw his arms forward slightly and sighed, now more frustrated than angry. “I’ll keep my word. But she got Owl killed.”

      “We don’t know that,” Alison said, “not to a certainty. And even if she did—especially if she did—she would still be a powerful and ruthless person not to be trifled with. If she is guilty, at the moment there is nothing we can do to punish her. Accusing her to her face now would simply allow her to cover her traces and strengthen her defenses.”

      “It isn’t right,” Leech grumbled.

      “No, it isn’t,” Alison agreed.

      “Leech,” Dolly interjected, “you know that if Lady Penbrook is responsible for what happened on the Hungerford Bridge, she’s almost certainly responsible for Lord Harrowgrave’s murder as well.”

      This was something that Chris had pointed out to Mick, but Dolly had figured it out on her own before he could warn her and the rest of the Squad.

      Leech nodded grudgingly.

      “And Lord Harrowgrave was a powerful man. Physically powerful too, they say. According to the broadsheets, he was locked safely in offices that he had hired, his minions all about him. Yet someone stabbed him in the neck and strolled away, unseen and scot-free. Given all that, perhaps, just perhaps, it would be unwise to announce ourselves as her enemy, wouldn’t you think?”

      Leech shrugged, not conceding the point aloud but not able to dispute it.

      That was another thing that had changed since they had helped to prevent the Realignment. Dolly was more … relentless, maybe. She had always been willing to argue with Leech, but now she was more willing—and more able—to shut their arguments down. She even did it sometimes to Mick and Alison. Mick wasn’t sure why she had changed. Maybe it was Owl’s death. Maybe it was losing the “Collapsers,” the eight brave young men and women who had risked their lives taking a one-way trip to 1767 to stop the Realignment. She’d certainly been spending a lot of time trying to learn whether the Collapsers had survived that trip. Whatever the reason, Mick hoped she was okay.

      “Besides,” Alison said, “there are at least two Eyes watching us at the moment. Or, better said, watching the square. And there must certainly be others watching Lady Penbrook’s townhouse. We’ve no way of knowing whether those Eyes are in her service. For that matter, they likely have no way of knowing. It’s a most difficult situation.”

      Mick caught Alison’s gaze, and she flicked her eyes to each of the Eyes surveilling the square. Mick winced. He’d spotted the teenage girl in the ragged coat, but he’d taken the middle-aged gentleman with the tremendous sideburns for a prosperous resident of the neighborhood, not for a street spy. Thanks to Alison, compared to most kids at the Institute, Mick had excellent street sight. But compared to Alison herself, he was still pretty clueless.

      Leech sighed heavily. “Very well,” he said, slipping back into his posh English accent. “We shan’t see if Lady Penbrook is at home to callers. Should we instead pop in at Lady Grenville’s to enroll you fine ladies?”

      Alison and Dolly rolled their eyes, and Leech grinned at them. Like the Institute, Lady Grenville’s Academy was part of the Project, a large collection of loosely connected and sometimes feuding alley rats and their organizations. Lady Grenville’s had the reputation of being a place where young women with bad grades or bad alley sight went to learn how to be respectable wives to men of high position. Alison and Dolly used its name to scare each other into studying harder.

      After squabbling a bit over what to do next, they decided to wander back to the Institute by a route that would take them past street-sellers with coffee (for Leech) and roasted chestnuts and baked potatoes (for everyone). Mick thought about making up an excuse to meet them back at the Institute so that he could detour south to Belgravia to see if Catherine Collins had emerged from hiding. But there was no reason to think she had, and surely the dons at the Eaton Square Outpost would be keeping an eye on her Belgravia rooms, which were just across the square from the outpost. For that matter, surely Chris would be keeping an Eye (or two) on the rooms as well. Besides, many of the same reasons it would be dumb and potentially dangerous to confront Lady Penbrook also applied to Catherine Collins. Mick might know she was his sister, but she didn’t. She didn’t know she was anybody’s sister. And maybe she wouldn’t care even if she did know. So, reluctantly, Mick let go of the idea and tried to keep his thoughts from showing on his face.

      

      Later that night, Mick and the Squad clustered together with the rest of the Sixers in the warmth and light of one of Tory Six’s big common room fireplaces to listen to Mr. Braddock read the last stave of A Christmas Carol. Some of the older students tried to pretend they were too cool for Ebeneezer Scrooge and that they were only there so the fire would protect them from the wintry airs stalking the Institute, but Mick could tell most of them were enjoying it as much as the younger kids.

      The Squad was enjoying it too. They were all sitting at their accustomed table, where their faces flickered in the firelight. As usual, Leech was smiling and outwardly relaxed, his eyes wide with interest beneath his heavy, rectangular forehead. Alison’s and Dolly’s good cheer was more subtle but obvious now that Mick knew them so well, testified to by the absence of their usual faint frowns. Especially in the English winter, all his friends’ faces were pale enough that they picked up a faint orange shine from the fire, and their eyes glowed brighter than could be explained by the light of fire and lamp. That glow marked them as alley rats with very good alley sight. Well, it marked them to Mick, anyway. He didn’t know of anybody else who could see the alley rat glow in people’s eyes.

      Overall, Mick was enjoying it too, although his emotions were messy. For starters, it was a weird scene. The story had been written in 1843, so it was only about as old as the kids listening to it, though it had been written a century or more before any of them were born. Mick had always enjoyed the Scrooge story. His mom and dad had read it to him at Christmastime when he was little, and they’d all watched the movies together, sometimes two or three versions on the same day. His dad had liked an old black and white version. His mom and her sisters, Tía Verónica and Tía Julieta, had all liked the Muppets version, and his Uncle Dan had liked the one where the Ghost of Christmas Present wore a tutu and kicked Scrooge in the crotch.

      So, on one hand, listening to Mr. Braddock reading the story filled Mick with happy memories of being a little kid. On the other hand, it also reminded him that, like all his torymates and, for that matter, like all the students at the Institute, he had been born far, far in the future. For Mick, remembering his Christmases Past meant remembering Victorian London’s Christmases Future, which forced him to remember that his world was at least as weird as Scrooge’s world of ghosts and spirits. In Mick’s world, time travel was inexplicable but real. In Mick’s world, one day Scrooge’s story had been published a couple centuries earlier and Mick could stream a dozen movie versions of it. But then, somehow, the next day it was 1853 and Scrooge’s story was only ten years old and its author was still alive.

      For that matter, Mick had passed the offices of the story’s publishers many dozens of times since dropping in 1853, sometimes patrolling on foot for time alleys, sometimes clunking through the city in a wagon with Chris while she checked in with the secretive Eyes who spied on most of London for her, sometimes just out walking with his friends. So he knew those offices were real and that real editors worked there. He knew that all of 1853 London was real, including its millions of inhabitants and all its smokes, smells, and clamors. But sometimes he couldn’t quite believe it, couldn’t totally accept that he had dropped from the twenty-first century into a time when people read novels by oil lamp because nobody had electricity.

      Mr. Braddock was reading the part about Scrooge waking up after the Ghost of Christmas Future had given him a horrifying vision of his own lonely death. It contained a line describing how Scrooge could change that future if he lived a better life: “the time before him was his own.” In 1853 London, which soon would be 1854 London, “before” was a slippery word. For Scrooge, in that instant, “before” meant “ahead of.” But of course it could also mean “earlier than.” And for Mick, the future was before him in both ways—both far, far ahead of him and something that had already happened. Being both shouldn’t be possible. And yet, there it was.

      Or there it would be.

      Or something like that.

      As he often did, Mick wondered about his friends’ former lives. At the Institute and, indeed, throughout the Project that ran the Institute, alley rats weren’t supposed to talk about their futures, in case talking about the future could change the future. They weren’t even supposed to talk in ways that came from the future, or to do anything else that wasn’t normal in 1853. Anything that noticeably came from the future was a “conspicuous anachronism,” or “connan” for short, and Mick had spent his first few months at the Institute getting scolded for connans that he’d had no idea were connans. Nobody knew if you could really change the future just by talking about it, much less how to tell whether a particular connan was harmless or a dangerous, unforgivable “mortal anachronism” that might radically change the future. Still, a lot of smart people thought there was a real risk and that everybody needed to protect the future with silence.

      Mick was starting to wonder if the silence was also supposed to protect everyone’s feelings. Where Mick came from, people like Tía Julieta were always saying you had to talk about your trauma to fix your trauma, but that definitely was not how they rolled in Victorian London. If your trauma was physical, Victorians either would tell you to stiffen your upper lip or would throw some weird, possibly deadly, “remedy” at it. Victorians sprinkled opium into everything like 2024 Americans with pumpkin spice. Except that 2024 Americans didn’t use pumpkin spice to keep babies quiet.

      As far as Mick could tell, if your trauma was psychological, Victorians would throw silence at it—a heavy, invisible blanket of This Will Not Be Discussed. The theory seemed to be that what you didn’t mention couldn’t hurt you. Even at the Institute, where nobody had actually been born a Victorian, a lot of people used the blanket of silence to tuck themselves in at night. That had become really clear a couple months earlier when Owl had died helping to prevent the Realignment. After Owl’s funeral, people almost never mentioned him. It drove Mick crazy.

      Mr. Braddock got to the end of the story, when Tiny Tim didn’t die, and Mick saw his friends’ faces grow sad as they remembered Owl. He could feel his own face doing the same.

      “Do you suppose villains like Scrooge ever truly repent?” Alison asked the group.

      Mick suspected Alison was thinking about Lady Penbrook, but he found himself wondering about Catherine Collins (Emilia!) instead. He’d been doing so since he’d found Swaggy Bear while he and Chris had been searching Catherine Collins’ rooms in Belgravia. Swaggy Bear was the lumpy, barf-orange teddy bear Tía Julieta had made for Emilia, and Mick had recognized it immediately, even before finding “J” and “E” stitched into its ears. He’d realized that Catherine Collins had always seemed familiar because she looked so much like photographs of their mom when their mom had been about the same age. That meant that, somehow, Emilia and her teddy bear had gotten pulled into Mick’s time alley. But something strange must have happened in the alley because she’d ended up in 1833, not with him in 1853, which was why she was now a decade older than he was instead of a decade younger. Something similar had happened to Alison and her brother, though Alison and her brother had only ended up a couple years apart. And, of course, Alison’s brother had died in the time alley.

      Catherine Collins didn’t recognize Mick as her brother, of course. She had dropped into the past as a baby, so the only thing she could know about her old life was what the greet team had recorded about finding her. Mick had convinced Miss Emmet to show him the relevant log entry, which said almost nothing. Shortly after noon on December 28, 1833, Catherine Collins had been found as an infant on Union Street near Clarendon Square (about a mile and a half north of Mick’s drop site). There had been “no marks of identity about her person,” and “her dress and swaddle” had been in “customary derangement.” The log also said that she had arrived “possessed of one poppet of the animal sort & naught else.”

      The “poppet of the animal sort” had to be Swaggy Bear, which, if Dolly’s theory was right, had survived the time alley because Tía Julieta had made it with all-natural fibers. Mick thought it was a good theory. Dolly was definitely right that alley rats tended to arrive without other kinds of materials on them—no fancy wicking fabrics or stretchy fabrics, no glasses, no braces, and so on.

      In any case, Catherine Collins had no way of knowing that she was his sister. But then, maybe she wasn’t, not really. His sister had been a one-year-old gurgling and giggling in the crib next to Mick’s bed at Uncle Dan’s place on a sweaty August night in 2024 Chicago. In Mick’s mind, Emilia was someone whose life would continue forward from that night. Sure, she’d grow up. But she’d grow up in the twenty-first century and, if he could get back there soon enough, she’d always be way younger than him. Catherine Collins, on the other hand, was a twenty-one-year-old woman who had been old enough for kindergarten when Queen Victoria took the throne.

      Since the day he’d fallen bruised and exhausted out of his time alley, Mick had been trying to figure out how to get back to his baby sister and the rest of his life. But now his baby sister was in the past and older than he was, and her baby version probably wasn’t even still there, whatever “still” and “there” meant. Under normal conditions, time alleys didn’t stay open long, so she had probably gotten dragged into the alley right after he had. Could he somehow stop her from getting pulled into the alley? Stop himself from getting pulled in? Even if he could, should he? Messing with the alleys that way was exactly the sort of thing that killed innocent people, just like Cassandra Halliwell, Lord Harrowgrave, and, probably, Lady Penbrook had already done. The thought of one more dead kid falling out a time alley made him want to barf.

      On the other hand, Catherine Collins might turn out to be pretty dangerous herself. She possibly saw alleys even better than Mick, and she definitely could do things with alleys better than anybody at the Institute. And she’d been willing to use her talents to endanger the future, either to benefit Lord Harrowgrave or Lady Penbrook, or both. Maybe she’d been part of getting all those kids killed in the first place. Maybe he had a duty to stop her, and maybe that meant making sure that baby Emilia never got into the time alley that had turned her into grown-up Catherine Collins.

      These were all familiar thoughts, ones that had twisted and tortured his brain countless times ever since he’d realized Catherine Collins was his sister. And they always led him to think what he was thinking now: he needed to talk to her. He needed to see if any part of her somehow recognized him as the older brother who had dangled Swaggy Bear over her crib and read her Squirrel Girl comics when she got fussy in the middle of the night. If he could do that, maybe he’d know what to do next.

      But he had no idea how to find her. Well, at least not until her December 28 drop anniversary. A lot of rats went to visit the spots where their time alleys had dumped them into the past, especially on their drop anniversaries, and she might be one of them.

      Yet again, he wondered if he should tell somebody that Catherine Collins was his sister. Maybe the Squad. Maybe Chris, or Gail, or Miss Emmet. He could really use some advice. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell anyone. He was afraid that they might think he was guilty by association. Or that they would realize how desperately he wanted to talk to her and would forbid him from doing it because, well, forbidding him made sense.

      Mick felt a slap on his shoulder. Leech.

      Mick realized that Alison, Leech, and Dolly were all staring at him. He wondered how long he’d been spacing out.

      “Have you just been visited by the Ghosts of Christmas?” Leech asked him. “Are you only now returning from the realm of spectral visions?”

      “Close enough,” Mick said.

      Mick caught Alison’s eye. It was obvious she had questions for him. But to his relief, she didn’t ask them and instead changed the topic of conversation to some gossip about Mr. Victor. Mick felt a rush of gratitude toward her, a rush that, to his surprise, spread out to basically everybody in the room. He was grateful to be warm, to have enough to eat, and to have friends. A lot of kids in a lot of centuries never got any of that, much less all of it at once. He couldn’t stop wanting to get back to his real home, and he couldn’t stop wondering if Catherine Collins was his sister, his enemy, or both. But he tried to put those worries and wonderings at the back of his mind for a bit.
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      Like all the students, the Squad exchanged presents on Christmas Eve. Nobody had time or money for anything fancy, but they had done the best they could. Alison had painted them pretty watercolor miniatures of time alleys they had seen while patrolling together. But only the happy ones—nothing associated with echo phantasms or dead kids. Dolly gave everyone little printed illustrations of the Midlands countryside because she found them “soothing in moments of distress.” Leech gave everyone boiled sweets, and Mick gave everyone their favorite street-seller goodies, including spice cakes from Mayor Cakes for Dolly. Even though the gifts were simple little things, they all teared up and pretended they hadn’t. Partly, they were all glad to have such good friends. And partly, Mick was pretty sure, they were missing loved ones far away in the future or, as with Alison’s brother and Owl, forever in the past.

      On Christmas morning after breakfast, all students not assigned to the skeleton Christmas patrols gathered in the Great Hall for caroling. Under the cheerful supervision of the Vicar, the youngest children were on the ground floor, gathered around both the enormous tree at the center of the hall and the student choir beside it. Mr. Phillips was leading the choir with a broad grin on his face. A lot of kids made fun of Mr. Phillips for teaching music instead of something related to time alleys, but he had grown on Mick. Partly that was because he’d protected Mick from somebody trying to bury a knife in Mick, but partly Mick just appreciated that Mr. Phillips loved teaching music so much.

      The children not in the choir were gathered at the railings encircling the Great Hall on each floor, getting older as the floors went up. The Squad was on the English second floor (American third). The professors were scattered on every floor, staring menacingly at kids who misbehaved. There had been some rude lyrics wafting from the top floor while the choir sang “Coventry Carol,” but the floor had gone silent as a tomb when Mr. Victor appeared at the railing, glaring.

      Many of the students, including Mick, were dressed in the Institute’s uniform, the “instisuit,” but many were dressed in their respectable outside clothes so that they could attend Christmas services after caroling. Leech was among them, ready for Mass at St. Clare’s. Alison was also dressed up, but not for church. If she and Dolly attended services, they usually attended the Vicar’s services in the Institute chapel. Alison was dressed up to visit her friends at Orphans, but only after her friends finished sitting through the lengthy and, Alison said, painfully boring High Church Mass at Christ Church.

      That morning, most of the singing had come from the choir while the other students listened, more or less respectfully. But the Vicar was making everybody, even the professors, sing the last few carols together. Mick had worried that the carols would turn out to be more Victorian lore that everybody knew but him. Fortunately, a lot of the Christmas carols he’d learned as a twenty-first-century kid were carols that Victorian kids sang too. He got through “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” and “O Come All Ye Faithful” without embarrassing himself. By “Joy to the World,” he was actually enjoying himself, though mostly that was because he got to listen to Dolly, who turned out to have a beautiful—and powerful—singing voice.

      As Alison took her leave, she told Mick that Miss Emmet wanted to see him in her office. Neither of them knew why Miss Emmet would want to see him on Christmas. Mick navigated the crowded main hallways and dusty back corridors until reaching the library’s rear door. It was locked, of course, but he tugged on the bell pull. Soon, the heavy door opened with gentle creaking to reveal Miss Emmet’s cheerful, round face. “Merry Christmas, Mr. Gunn.”

      “Merry Christmas, Miss Emmet,” he said as she closed and locked the door behind him.

      Mick wanted to ask why she’d summoned him, but she made non-stop small talk until they were in her office with the door closed. Mick was caught off-guard when he looked around. Miss Emmet’s office was always crowded with half the books in the universe, but that day it was also crowded with Chris, Miss North, and Mr. Victor.

      Along with her usual conspiratorial half-grin, Chris was wearing the sort of suit one might expect to find on a skilled tradesman attending Christmas Mass. Miss Emmet and Mr. Victor wore their usual somber gray woolens and alert, grim expressions. Miss North was a slender woman with slender features who made Mick think of scalpels, and Mr. Victor was a broad-shouldered, solid-waisted man who made Mick think of daggers.

      Mick squeezed himself into the last remaining seat, a wobbly stool that usually served as a plant stand for the only plant in Miss Emmet’s office, a valiant fern that always looked like it was dying but somehow continued to survive.

      Mick figured that this had to be about Palladian business. Miss North’s and Mr. Victor’s offices were both bigger and easier to get to than Miss Emmet’s. If this had been about school business, it would have made more sense to meet in either of their offices. Miss Emmet’s office’s only real advantage was being much harder to spy on.

      Chris said, “We’ve asked you here to discuss Catherine Collins.”

      Mick tried to keep his face neutral.

      “Doubtless this detail escaped your attention,” Chris said, “but Miss Collins’ drop anniversary is the twenty-eighth of December.”

      Her tone made clear that everybody in the room knew that detail had not escaped Mick’s attention.

      “And no doubt it also escaped the attention of Miss March, Miss Tee, and Mr. Charles,” Miss Emmet said with equal irony.

      Mick knew his best course was to keep quiet, which wasn’t hard. It was intimidating to be ganged up on by adults, especially this particular gang.

      “It’s really for the best that it escaped your attention,” Chris said. “If you had remembered it, you might have thought it worthwhile to visit Miss Collins’ drop site to see if she returned there to commemorate the anniversary, as so many alley rats do.”

      “Which,” Miss Emmet said, “might have jeopardized our plan to do that very thing.”

      “So you and your friends must avoid Miss Collins’ drop site,” Mr. Victor said. “If you do not, it could be disastrous.”

      Mick nodded, trying to look as innocent as possible. “I’ll let the others know,” he said.

      “See that you do, Mr. Gunn,” Miss North said. “And, to be clear, none of you is to go near Miss Collins’ drop site—not on the day of her drop anniversary itself, not before.”

      “It is,” Mr. Victor said, leaning forward slightly, “quite important, Mr. Gunn.”

      Mick nodded but found them all still staring at him intently. “I understand,” he added.

      The stares relaxed slightly.

      “Well, if you fine folk of the palace don’t need anything further from your humble servant…?” Chris asked, rising to her feet.

      Mr. Victor snorted with amusement.

      “I’ll take Gunner with me, shall I?” Chris asked.

      “Thank you, Chris,” Miss North said. She nodded to Mick. “And thank you, Mr. Gunn. Merry Christmas to you both.”

      “Merry Christmas,” Mick said before squeezing through everyone to follow Chris out of the office.

      “Grab your coat and meet me at the garden gate, Gunner,” Chris said. “Let’s take a Christmas constitutional and discuss fortune and philosophy, what?”

      Mick knew Chris well enough to understand that she was telling him not to talk about any Palladian business until they were outside. He jogged to his room, threw on his outdoor clothes and coat, and trotted downstairs, out to the garden gate. Since the cooks and scullions were on Christmas holiday, Chris locked and unlocked the pedestrian gate herself, somehow, as usual, magically having the correct key to hand.

      Mick wondered if they would be walking, taking a cab, or doing something more exotic. Chris had once told him that she occasionally traveled across London by hopping on and off moving trains, but she might just have been messing with him. She liked to mix truth with fiction to see how he responded.

      That day, at least, there were no moving trains. Squinting slightly against the unusually bright sunlight of a clear, cold day, they made their way to Tottenham Court Road, where Chris paused at the intersection, which was busy despite the holiday. “I’m perversely tempted to escort you directly to the site in question,” she said, slightly emphasizing “the site in question” to make clear that she was avoiding names, which Mick took as a reminder that they might be overheard. “I’m dreadfully sorry, darlings,” Chris continued in a fancy accent, “do you mean, we shouldn’t have gone? Oh, I do wish you had said something earlier.”

      Mick laughed. Miss North and the others really had been leaning hard into telling him not to go to Catherine Collins’ drop site. He asked, “This isn’t one of those things where they tell me I shouldn’t do something so often that I’m supposed to realize that they actually want me to do it, is it?”

      Chris grinned. “It very much is not, young sir. They meant every word. As,” she said, staring seriously at him, “do I.”

      They were now at the heart of Museum Cluster. By habit, Mick was alert for alley signs and phenomena, but so far the time alleys were also taking Christmas off.

      After they had strolled in silence for a while, Mick asked, “Why?”

      “Why should you do as your elders instruct?” Chris asked. “Why, because you’re a dutiful and obedient child, naturally.”

      Mick grinned at that. “I won’t go to the place,” he said, trying to stick with his rich kid London accent, even though it made him feel like a doofus. “And I’ll tell the others not to do it either.”

      Saying it out loud, he realized that he meant it. He wasn’t going to defy instructions just because he wanted to see his sister again. A lot of adults, especially in Victorian London, liked to tell everybody what to do, especially kids. For those adults, being obeyed was the point, not making sense. But Miss North and the others tried to make sense. And Mick had learned that the adult Palladians often knew more than they could safely tell him—and that if he didn’t accept that, he could cause problems. Maybe even get people hurt or killed.

      Still, he was pretty sure that sometimes they could have told him more and that the extra information might have helped him avoid problems. “I simply wish to understand better,” he explained, trying to sound primly Victorian.

      “A noble motive, young man. A noble motive. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can say as to their reasons for wanting you to keep away, beyond the obvious fact that they are attempting to make plans and very sensibly don’t want you complicating those plans.” She held up a finger to prevent protest. “However, I can say that, were I in their place, I would lay down the same prohibition, especially as to you and the young headmistress,” she said, using her personal nickname for Alison. “Recall that during the recent unpleasantness”—meaning during the fight over the Realignment—“the young lady under discussion tugged you a few feet toward the railing while you were unconscious. So far as I can tell, it was simply to leave you in a safer spot, a point in her favor. In any event, she would surely recognize you, and very possibly the young headmistress, who also was conspicuous during those events.”

      Mick felt dumb for not having thought of that. He knew that Catherine Collins had pulled him to safety on the bridge, but he hadn’t really realized that meant she would recognize him. He’d been too busy wondering whether that good deed might mean that she was a good person even though she was working for bad people.

      “What’s more,” Chris said, “I must assume that our friends making the plans are likely aware that children such as yourselves would be somewhat beyond their customary routes at the site in question.”

      Mick tried to decipher that as they walked along the southern edge of Russell Square, past the enormous statue of the Duke of Bedford and his sheep. Eventually, he concluded that Chris’ point was that Catherine Collins’ drop site was a half mile or so north of the Institute’s usual patrol sequences. Mick tried to remember who patrolled that area. There wasn’t a dons’ outpost nearby, but St. George’s School, the boys’ version of Lady Grenville’s Academy, was pretty close. Were there dons stationed at St. George’s? The Project did seem to quietly smuggle people back and forth between different schools. Mr. Victor had taught at Orphans when Mick’s friend Ward had briefly been a student there, and Alison said that her friends at Orphans had told her that for months Miss Emmet had been visiting Orphans once or twice a week for some reason.

      Mick tried to focus on the topic at hand. The main point, of course, was that Catherine Collins had spent fifteen years or so at the Institute before transferring to Lady Grenville’s. She’d almost certainly be able to spot Institute students and would wonder why they had strayed so far from the Institute into an area that didn’t have much time alley activity.

      “That has sense, I suppose,” Mick said, trying to maintain his fancy English accent and diction. “Where are we going?”

      “No particular destination. I merely thought you might wish to escape the palace for a short spell.”

      Mick snorted politely to let Chris know he wasn’t buying it. Although he was glad to get out of the Institute, especially on a sunny day, he didn’t for a minute believe that Chris had simply wanted his company on a stroll.

      Chris raised her eyebrows at him, the picture of casual innocence.

      Soon, they were walking by Lincoln’s Inn. As they passed the Portugal lookout, Chris exchanged a complicated set of signs with the grubby Eye in charge of the lookout but didn’t stop to chat.

      Not long after that, they reached St. Clement Danes. There was probably a Christmas Mass underway inside the church, but the little yard on the Pickett Street side was quiet and nearly empty. Chris led him to a spot beside the tall iron fence as far as possible from other people.

      “I truly did think you might wish to escape the palace for a moment or two,” Chris said.

      Mick knew there was more than that and waited her out.

      She smiled as the silence stretched out. “Good lad,” she said. “Yes, I also wanted to warn you to be cautious. I imagine Miss Emmet and the others have said much of this to you since the fracas on the bridge.” She jutted her chin in the general direction of the Hungerford Bridge. “And I know you’re far from foolish. You’re one of the most sober-minded chaps of your age I’ve encountered, and I don’t know whether to praise or pity you for it. But the great lady who has commanded so much of our attention and curiosity of late⁠—”

      That had to be Lady Penbrook, Mick thought, a little surprised that Chris was still speaking in code in this isolated spot.

      “That lady is an immensely clever and patient woman. Her plans, her thoughts, her everything, are layered one upon another like an onion wrapped with ruffled petticoats, and one can never be sure that one has reached the core. I have known the Eye at the Portugal lookout whom I just now greeted for nearly five years, and I cannot say with any confidence whether she is loyal to me. She may be loyal to the lady and know it. She may serve the lady but think herself still loyal to me. And whether loyalty even matters when every Eye makes their reports and those reports are transmitted along the
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