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Dear sweet reader,



This was a challenging series to write. Which means it may be a challenging series to read, as well. To be fair, I did expect a broken time machine would complicate matters. For some readers, half the satisfaction will be in deciphering exactly how mangled time has become in this alternate world of historic Boston. There is a code hidden in the timestamps at the beginning of each chapter. If you’d like to attempt to unravel that mystery on your own, please skip the next paragraph of this note. If you find yourself turning in circles, and you become lost in time, come back here for a helpful hint.



The morning of September 13th, 1916, was rudely disrupted when a time machine built by Ezra Huxley and wired to the clock inside the Custom House Tower split reality, creating six versions of how the day began—and ended, once the timelines collapsed. The memories of these six timelines are now triggered by the hourly tolling of the clock, a constant source of agony for the quarantined citizens of Late Boston. The last digit in the timestamps reveals which timeline a chapter takes place in (for the September 13th chapters) or which set of memories the world clock is currently inflicting (for the December chapters). The timeline memories cycle in order, 1-6, four times daily to complete a 24-hour day. 8:33 a.m. is for the third timeline, while 11:16 a.m. is for the sixth, and so on. The few timestamps that end in 0 or 7 take place outside of these parameters. 



Happy reading and may time always be on your side,



Angela
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For Paul and Xavier,

who make my world go round.

.






.
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“The past is strapped to our backs. We do not have to see it; we can always feel it.”






— Mignon McLaughlin
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Prologue
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May 20th, 1891 – 6:28 p.m.








Elizabeth stifled a giggle and pressed her lips together to keep from grinning like a buffoon. The wool crepe mustache glued on beneath her nose tickled and made her eyes water. The matching beard affixed to her chin itched, too.

“Stop touching it,” Winifred hissed under her breath. A man two rows ahead of them glanced over his shoulder. Winifred dropped her voice before releasing a deep, rumbling cough into her closed fist.

They were playing a dangerous game tonight, and the stakes had never been higher. Losing would result in expulsion. The idea made Elizabeth’s heart knock violently in her chest, but there was also something deliciously thrilling about it that set her nerves ablaze.

Winifred’s beard was even thicker than Elizabeth’s and darker to match her brows and the short wig she’d borrowed from one of her bawdy theater girlfriends. For as silly as Elizabeth felt when they’d first donned their disguises, she was pleasantly surprised at how well they blended into the growing crowd at Columbia College. Though she still felt as if she belonged on a vaudeville stage rather than crammed into the back row of an auditorium.

Columbia had been admitting women for eight years now, and one had even earned a PhD, but they were still not permitted to attend the lectures. It was infuriating and intolerable. Especially whenever a prestigious guest visited the university. Hence the disguises tonight.

“There he is,” Winifred whispered. She nodded at the stage as a lean, mustachioed man climbed the stairs. He slipped in behind a long table set with glass tubes, blocks of carbon, and various electrical devices. Two large sheets of zinc and a blank blackboard boxed him in on three sides, leaving the fourth open to the audience.

“He’s very handsome.” Elizabeth sighed. “And so tall.”

“Quiet now, Orwell,” Winifred said, elbowing her in the ribs. “If you’re going to give us up with your swooning, at least save it until after the presentation.”

The man waited for the room to fall silent. His penetrating gaze swept the crowd, exacting their attention, commanding their respect. Elizabeth held her breath in anticipation.

“There is no subject more captivating, more worthy of study, than nature,” he began. His voice was deep and smooth, with a faint accent that hinged on his Rs. “To understand this great mechanism, to discover the forces which are active, and the laws which govern them, is the highest aim of the intellect of man.”

Elizabeth stole a sideways glance at Winifred. The gleam in her friend’s eye was a different flavor of admiration than hers, but it was awe, nonetheless. Though Elizabeth certainly appreciated the science their lecturer offered. Even as she wondered if he were in want of an intelligent, independent wife.

Winifred claimed such a man did not exist. She was determined never to marry or bear children. But Elizabeth wanted more. Science and technology were exciting, and university was a means to escape the suffocating confines of her father’s house. But she dreamed of falling in love and seeing the world, of making a home and raising a family. She saw no reason why only men should have it all.

These thoughts distracted her more and more lately. While in class and when she was meant to be studying. Even during the suffragist meetings across Manhattan that she and Winifred snuck out of the ladies boarding house in Murray Hill to attend.

Elizabeth wanted freedom and equality, privileges that could only be attained through the right to vote. Those mutual desires had drawn her and Winifred together in the first place. Their combined cunning and willingness to share a room had doubled the sparse spending money their fathers allotted them, presenting new opportunities and adventures.

Winifred would dress up as a man, and the two of them could walk through the city at night without fear of being harassed or arrested. They dined at restaurants that women were not allowed to enter without a male escort. They went to the ballet and the opera—though the vaudeville theater was Elizabeth’s favorite.

As gratifying and liberating as the activities were, if Elizabeth wanted to attend the university lectures, she had to dress up as a man, as well. And she was not nearly as convincing as Winifred. Her mannerisms were distinctly feminine, a painstaking inheritance from her late mother. And the dimly lit auditorium could only
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