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Chapter Eight

For a long moment, Joan couldn’t hear anything but her own harsh breaths. Nick’s people had vanished. She pressed her hand against her throat, where the knife had been about to slash her. She turned her palm over. Her skin felt strangely tender with anticipated pain. But there was no blood.

Nick’s people were gone. The knife was gone.

No. She was gone.

Buckingham Palace seemed unchanged. People were still jostling for position to see the guards. The great statue of Victoria still sat on her throne.

But the man beside Joan had an old-fashioned camera, its thick strap looped around his neck. A second ago everyone had been holding up phones. Now no one was. And there were other differences too. Clothes were looser; hair was bigger.

Joan took a breath. She was breathing air from another time. She was standing with people from another time.

The sounds of the world came back in a rush—the drums, the trumpets, the marching footsteps of the guards. The ceremony was on top of them. No one seemed to have noticed that two people had arrived out of nowhere.

“We did it.” Joan could hear the muted shock in her voice. “We traveled.”

“I traveled,” Aaron said dryly. “Dragging you along.”

A woman nearby gave them both a curious look. Joan realized she was still holding Aaron’s hand at the same moment he did. He tore his grip from hers as if she’d burned him. Joan rolled her eyes.

The Changing of the Guard was ending now in a last thunder of drums and trumpets. And it was suddenly all too loud. A lifted camera made Joan flinch. She was safe, but her body didn’t believe it. Not yet.

She needed to breathe clear air. With effort, she pushed her way out of the crush, until the crowd finally yielded and she found herself in open space.

And then her breath stopped in her throat. Here, the past lay all around her. Cars circled the memorial in an unbroken stream, wide and boxy and low to the ground as she’d only ever seen in movies.

She was in the past. She turned a slow circle, following the cars. She was in the past. On the horizon, there was an empty space where the London Eye should have been: a missing tooth on the skyline.

The last turn brought her face-to-face with Aaron. He was watching her with an unexpectedly soft expression that disappeared as she focused on him. “Have you finished staring?” His voice was studied boredom. This is nothing. I do this all the time.

“Yes,” Joan said. Her eyes returned to the piece of sky where the London Eye should have been. “No.”

The world felt infinite. She could go anywhere. Anywhen. She could travel back to the Regency. To the Restoration. To the Roman Empire. She could see Pompeii before it fell. She could see— Then she remembered how they’d gotten here. She shuddered. No, she could never do that.

Tourists strolled around them. Girls and boys snuck Aaron a second look. Even with his hair all messed up, he was good-looking enough to turn heads. If these people only knew what he was, what Joan was—what she’d just fantasized about doing—they’d run screaming from them both.

Joan took a step toward the road, and then realized that she’d started for the Tube, to get to Gran’s house in Kensington. She stopped, disoriented.

Gran moved every year. Here, in this time, Joan had no idea where the Hunt family lived. She had no idea where anyone was. When she’d imagined going back in time, she’d imagined going back a few days to warn everyone. Now she was decades in the past, before she was even born.

She wished suddenly that she could go home—not to Gran’s. Home home, to Dad’s, in Milton Keynes. She’d tell him everything, and he’d make a big pot of rice porridge with lots of ginger, like he did when she was sick. They’d scoop it into the little bowls from the top of the cupboard. Dad would crack an egg into Joan’s bowl, and he’d tell her that everything would be okay.

But there was no home in this time. Right now, Dad was still living in Malaysia—he hadn’t moved to England yet. If Joan went home to Milton Keynes, a stranger would answer the door.

“Are you about to lose it?” Aaron sounded more curious than concerned.

“No,” Joan said.

“Because you look like you’re freaking out.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not,” Joan said. It came out as embarrassingly emphatic.

She expected Aaron to mock her, but his eyes turned back to the clumps of tourists. “We can’t stay here,” he said. “We just appeared out of thin air. Someone might have noticed.”

No one was even looking at them. Around them, people were either following the marching guards or peeling away. But of the two of them, Aaron knew this world. Aaron knew people here. Joan needed him. She hated that she needed him.

Aaron turned toward St. James’s Park. The relieved guards were marching back down the long red stretch of the Mall. Thinning streams of tourists followed them, still taking photos with those big boxy cameras.

“Wait,” Joan said, and only realized she’d spoken when Aaron turned back to her. “Where are we going?” she said. “We can’t go to your family.”

Aaron was silent for so long that Joan thought he wasn’t going to answer at all.

“I know,” he said finally. His expression was closed off. Joan waited for him to elaborate. But instead he started again toward the park.

Joan stared at his back for a long moment before following.

 

It was a sunnier day than the one they’d left. St. James’s Park was a patchwork of picnic blankets and deck chairs, and people eating sandwiches and soft serves.

Conversation blended with kids shrieking and a tinny cricket match streaming from someone’s—Joan blinked. Coming from a silver box the size of a bread bin.

This wasn’t her London, she remembered again.

After that, all she could see were differences. The drape of people’s clothes, the haircuts. Even the air smelled different in this time—like cigarettes and tar. The cars sounded different. When Joan closed her eyes, she could have been in a different city.

And something inside her was drawn to it—just as she’d been drawn to Holland House. She wanted to keep traveling, to see London grow stranger and stranger until there wasn’t even a London here anymore. And then to keep going beyond that. To see the Iron Age, the Bronze Age.

Or to travel forward. To see wonders. Time travel is in your blood, Aaron had said.

“Hey!” Aaron’s hand clamped over her arm.

Joan blinked at him, feeling weirdly muzzy. His grip hurt, but in the same distant way that her arm had hurt the time she’d broken it and Dr. de Witt had prescribed a wildly strong painkiller that had made her head float.

Aaron’s face was right up close then, eyes wide. “Joan?” His voice sounded far away, as though he were speaking through a long pipe. “Hey, stay with me.”

“Shouldn’t,” she mumbled. “Your family tried to kill me.”

At school, Mr. Larch had said that there were once elephants and camels in St. James’s Park. And crocodiles. King Charles II had played French croquet here. And before that, it had been a hunting ground. Wild deer and ducks for the king’s table.

“Joan.” The suddenness of Aaron’s voice jolted her again. “Are you with me? Can you hear anything?”

“Can hear your stupid voice.” Her own voice came out weirdly dreamy.

Aaron’s small smile hit her right in the gut. It was unfair for him to be so good-looking, she thought distantly, when he was so disagreeable all the time.

“Can you feel me touching you?” he said.

His hand was on her arm. Joan opened her mouth to say that of course she could feel it. But the truth was, she could hardly feel her body at all. And Aaron’s voice was the only thing she could hear clearly. Where a moment ago the park had been full of bird chatter and people talking, now everything seemed muffled. Panic stirred inside her, but even that felt far away and cotton-wooled. “What’s happening?” she mumbled.

“You’re all right,” Aaron said. “But you need to listen to me very carefully. You have to stay in the moment. This moment. Pick out one detail from the park. What can you hear?”

“I don’t—” She tried to pick out a thread from the muffled mess of her senses, but everything wisped away like smoke. “I don’t know.”

“I can hear the wind in the trees,” Aaron said. And again his voice was the only clear thing. “Now you.”

Joan struggled to focus. There was a sound floating above the others. Something high and sweet. She had to struggle even harder to find the word that went with it. “Bird,” she managed. It was like talking underwater. She saw Aaron’s hand tighten, but she still couldn’t feel it.

“Good,” he said. “What else? I can hear people talking.”

Joan made another exhausting effort. It was like being stuck inside a dream, unable to wake up. “Cars.”

“One more.”

Joan struggled again. “Water. Fountain.”

She wasn’t sure how long they stood there together, naming sounds in the park. Aaron’s hand gradually solidified against her skin, temperature coming back first so that she felt the warmth of him before anything else. The conversations around them reemerged, and then got louder and louder, like someone was turning the volume up. Joan took a breath that tasted like bitter rubber and fuel, and nearly choked on it.

Aaron squeezed her arm, and this time she definitely felt it. “There,” he said. “There you are.”

Joan took another choking breath. The fog in her head was clearing. She shook her head, trying to clear it faster. “What’s going on?”

“You nearly died.”

“What?”

“You tried to travel without taking time first.”

“No,” Joan said, confused. “I took time at the Pit. I must have had some leftover.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Aaron said. “Once you jump, it’s gone. You jumped and then you tried to jump again. You didn’t know how to put on the brakes.”

“No, I just felt . . .” All Joan had felt was a yearning—a pull in her chest. The same pull she’d felt in the Pit. But if that was how you jumped, how were you supposed to stop yourself from traveling accidentally? How could you stop yourself from feeling a feeling?

“You should eat something,” Aaron said. “Food from this time will ground you. Until then, you need to focus on the details. Smell, sound, temperature. Stay in the present. Don’t think about anything but now.”

But when was now? Suddenly, Joan had to know. She pulled away from Aaron with an almost frantic desperation. She had to find something—anything—with a date.

There was a rubbish bin beside the path. She rifled through it, pushing aside empty crisp packets, the remains of sandwiches. Half a Galaxy bar.

“Um,” Aaron said. He sounded mildly horrified. “When I said eat something, I didn’t mean other people’s refuse.”

“Heh,” Joan said absently. A Coke can. A crumpled Twiglets packet. No newspapers, no magazines. Damn.

“Is this a human thing?” Aaron said. “Caressing rubbish? I don’t spend much time with humans.”

“I’m looking for—” Joan glared at him. “No, it’s not a human thing. I’m looking for the date.”

Aaron’s eyebrows lifted. “In the bin?”

“There might be a newspaper in there.” Joan was starting to feel defensive. “In the movies, people always find the date in the newspaper. It happens in Doctor Who all the time. They do it in Back to the Future.”

“What on earth is Back to the Future?”

Joan bit her lip, but the laugh spluttered out of her, half-hysterical. They’d traveled in time. Now she was here with this ridiculous posh boy who didn’t even watch movies.

“I fail to see what’s so amusing,” Aaron said.

“What in the name of Eton is Back to the Future?” Joan said. “What is it? What is it, old bean?”

“I don’t— Well, that’s childish. I don’t sound like that.”

“You sound exactly like that.”

Aaron huffed. “Oh, take your hands out of the bin! We don’t need a newspaper to determine the date.” He gave the picnickers and joggers a look of professional assessment—the kind of look that Ruth might give a lock she was about to pick. “It’s 1993,” he said.

Joan opened her mouth at his audacity. “You can’t know that just by looking.”

“Big hair, but not giant hair,” Aaron said. “And no neon. So we’re not in the eighties. No Rachel haircuts either, so this must be pre-Friends. That’s a window of 1990 to 1994. After that, it’s easy enough to narrow it down. That man’s phone.” Aaron pointed out the guy, still chatting on his phone. “BT Jade—it came out in 1993. So we could be in 1993 or 1994, but look at his watch. Look at his shoes. Brand-new. He likes new things. It’s 1993.”

Joan was impressed in spite of herself. “Friends?” she said. In the back of her mind, though, she was doing the sums.

“The Rachel haircut is a time marker,” Aaron said. “Like St. Paul’s or the new Globe. Why are you making that face?” He scrunched his mouth. Joan could only assume he was mimicking her own expression.

“You overshot!” she said. “We were only supposed to travel back twenty years!”

“So what if I did.” Aaron folded his arms loftily. “You’re lucky we got out at all. You were an utter deadweight.”

“But—”

“My point,” he said, “is that you don’t need to rummage through other people’s crisp packets as if you were a rabid squirrel.”

Joan could hardly hear him. She stared at their surroundings. Across the grass, St. James’s Park Lake barely rippled. A woman walked by the lakeside with a pram. The baby would be an adult in Joan’s time. Older than Joan herself. That elderly man might be dead.

And the strangest thing about it all was the absolute solidity of the world. The air smelled of cars and tar; the ground was hard under her feet. This was real. She was undeniably here—in a time before her own birth.

“What are we going to do?” she said. “We have to stop Nick.” She felt a strange mix of urgency and helplessness. They were so far away from what had happened. “We need to warn everyone about what’s coming.”

And Nick wasn’t here at all, she realized then. Not anywhere in the world in this time. She was surprised by her hollow feeling of loss. He hadn’t been born yet. She could look for him everywhere, and he’d be nowhere.

“Before we do anything, we need to eat,” Aaron said. “You almost traveled without taking time first. You almost died. Do you understand that? I always knew the Hunts were irresponsible, but failing to educate you in basic safety—”

“Don’t talk about my family.” Joan had meant to snap it, but it came out low and dangerous. The secrets that had been kept from her felt like a raw place inside her. Just being with Aaron—seeing how easily he negotiated this world—made her feel even more raw. “You of all people.”

“Yes, me of all people indeed,” Aaron said. “Your family taught you a lot about the monster world, did they?”

“I know a bit,” Joan said defensively.

“Like what? Who can you trust in this time? You have no ID. Where are you going to get it? You have nowhere to sleep tonight, no money. No friends. And the Hunts are impossible to find.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Which family’s territory are we standing in right now? What does that mean? What are the King’s Laws? What happens if you break them?”

Joan pushed down a wave of helplessness. She didn’t want to have to rely on Aaron bloody Oliver. His father had tried to kill her. Aaron would have let it happen. He’d just walked away.

“You traveled in time,” Aaron said. “You’re not in the human world anymore. If you want to survive, then you’ll need to learn about the monster world very fast.”

“I wish it were from anyone but you.” She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but it was true.

“Oh, believe me, I know.” Aaron turned and started walking again.





Chapter Eleven

Joan jerked awake, half caught inside her childhood nightmare—the old, old one, of the prison with the cold stone floor and the guard outside with heavy shoulders like a mastiff. She lay awake, shivering with it. She could still feel the scratch of straw under her shoulders. The smell of sickness and filth seemed to linger in the air.

It was just a dream, she reminded herself. Just the one she’d always had. It wasn’t real. She was okay. She was here in bed . . .

She opened her eyes and the memory of what was real hit her like a shock wave.

Aaron’s voice cut through it, snide and posh. “Could I trouble you to pass me a pen?” His voice was weirdly grounding.

Through the bookshelf partition, Joan glimpsed the surreal image of Ruth and Aaron at the breakfast table, eating toast and drinking tea. There was a frosty tension between them, but evidently they’d formed enough of a truce to eat breakfast together.

“Identification,” Aaron said, writing. Someone—probably Ruth—had stolen stationery from the post office. Joan recognized the logo: a tree, half in bare winter branches, half in summer leaves. “Money, clothes . . .” Aaron made an irritated noise and scribbled his pen onto the corner of the paper. “I can’t work like this. I need a spreadsheet.”

“You’ve only said three things,” Ruth said. “Surely you can hold three things in your head.”

“I cannot believe I’m here with you,” Aaron told her. “I wish I were anywhere but here. I wish I were at home with a good book.”

Joan dragged herself out of bed. She rubbed her eyes and stumbled around the bookshelf. “Hey,” she mumbled.

They both looked up at her. “You look like death,” Aaron said.

“Yeah, well, you look . . .” Joan waved her hand sleepily. “You haven’t combed your hair.”

Aaron pressed his hand to his chest, feigning a wound, and then went back to writing his list.

 

In the bathroom mirror, Joan did look like death—gray-skinned and glassy-eyed. She splashed cold water on her face and came up looking like death with a wet face.

The nightmare was still half there. As always, it felt more physical than a normal dream. Joan’s stomach ached with remembered hunger. Her skin crawled with the desperate urge to escape. She squeezed the edges of the sink and took a deep breath. She wasn’t there; she was here. Ruth was here. Aaron. They had escaped. They’d all survived. And as long as they’d survived, they could do more.

Back in the main room, there was a third cup of tea on the table and a slice of buttered toast.

“Thanks,” Joan said gratefully. She slid into the spare chair. “So I’ve been thinking,” she said. “About changing what happened.”

“We talked about this,” Aaron said. He wrote down Travelcards. He had old-fashioned, looping handwriting, like someone’s great-grandmother.

“No, we didn’t,” Joan said. “You said it couldn’t be done. But I don’t believe that.”

“Oh, you don’t believe it,” Aaron said. “Wonderful. We’re all saved.”

“I’ve been thinking about it all night,” Joan said. “Monsters must change things all the time—just by traveling.”

“Do you really not have a computer?” Aaron asked Ruth.

“Yesterday, we walked around in this time,” Joan said, undeterred. “We talked to people. We affected traffic. For all we know, we accidentally prevented someone from meeting their one true love.”

Aaron was disgusted enough to stop writing. “Their one true love?”

“Think about it,” Joan said. “We walked around a lot yesterday. What if one of the times we crossed the road, we held up a car? What if some guy in that car was supposed to meet his future partner that day? Only we pressed the button at the lights. Now he arrives two minutes later than he would have. He never crosses paths with the partner. They never meet.”

“You’re talking about the small fluxes of the timeline,” Ruth said. “Those changes are meaningless—the timeline smooths them over. It’s like . . . It’s like . . .” She leaned over and blew across her mug. The tea in it shivered and then stilled. “It’s just like that. We change things, and the timeline restores itself. Whatever monsters do, the timeline keeps its basic shape. Important events stay the same.”

“In your true love scenario,” Aaron said, “the







































































































































































































































Chapter Eighteen

Inside the halls, none of the guests seemed to know about the break-in. The music was still playing; people were still dancing and laughing. Ruth took Joan’s arm, and together they strolled through the hall, past the guards at the doors.

The guards knew. They were alert and watchful, eyeing every person who walked past them.

Joan and Ruth stepped outside. The party had extended now to the courtyard. People stood talking softly by the light of the moon and the floating lamps. Servers moved between them with food and drinks on silver trays.

Ruth led Joan away from the crowd, into the shadows by the hall’s stone wall. Her grip was tight on Joan’s arm. On the other side of the courtyard, there were half a dozen guards by the gate. Not enough, apparently, to alarm the other guests, but enough to prevent escape.

Joan’s attention was drawn to a man standing in their midst.

“Conrad,” Ruth whispered. Joan hadn’t heard that much fear in her voice since the night their family had died. “The King’s Reach.”

Conrad was too far away to see clearly, but Joan could see that he was blond, in his early twenties at most. There was an air of power surrounding him. And something about him made Joan think of the relentless cold of winter; of still, moonless nights.

“That gate is the only way out of here,” Ruth whispered. “What are we going to do?”

Figures peeled away from the other guests: Aaron and Tom. Frankie trotted underfoot.

“Conrad is methodical,” Aaron whispered. “He’ll check everyone who passes through the gate. And when he finds us . . .” He swallowed. “He’ll make a spectacle of us.”

“There must be another way out,” Joan said.

“There’s no other way.” Tom sounded bleak. “And there’s no way to travel out—we’re on the mire.”

“There is a way,” Joan murmured. “We just traveled to the paleolithic period and back.” She looked at her cousin. “You need to create another bridge and get us out of here.”

Ruth shook her head. Her fingers felt very cold on Joan’s arm. “I can’t feel the Hunt power right now. It’s like I burned it out.”

“You need to try,” Joan whispered. “Please.”

“If we try, we need to be very careful about where,” Aaron whispered. “We’re almost on top of Downing Street and the Ministry of Defence. Scotland Yard. If we come out in the wrong place . . .”

“I know where we can go,” Tom said. “Follow me.”

 

The guests in the courtyard began to murmur as more guards appeared from the halls. Joan could hear pieces of their conversations. Something stolen, she heard. Guards found unconscious.

Tom ushered Joan and the others along the edges of the buildings, keeping to the shadows. No one seemed to notice as they slipped out of sight.

“We won’t have long,” Tom whispered. “The guards will check everyone on the grounds. They’ll realize fast that we don’t belong here.”

They walked quickly. The palace grounds seemed to be structured as a series of open yards, each surrounded by buildings. Soon they were in the working part of the palace. Joan peered through the windows of the heavy stone buildings as they passed. One was a kitchen with huge unlit hearths and benches where food could be laid out. Another had deep basins for washing.

It was all as eerily empty of people as the suites had been. And it was dark. The only light was from the moon overhead.

“There’s a gate farther up,” Tom whispered. “Not too far from where Trafalgar Square will be.”

He took them through a courtyard full of chopped wood. Then past an elaborate brick building with open archways. “Stables,” he said.

“Wait,” Joan whispered. She ducked into one of the archways. There were dozens of stalls, pristinely clean. There were no horses in any of them. There’d been no animals on the grounds, Joan realized—except for those brought in by the Hathaways. The woodyard, at least, should have been full of rats and cats and foxes. Insects. But here, alone in the stables, she couldn’t hear anything but her own footsteps, her own breaths.

At the back of the room, there were saddles and neatly folded blankets. Joan took a coiled rope. Then she rummaged through a box of tools until she found a hammer and a couple of nails.

When she reemerged, Aaron put a finger to his lips. And then Joan could hear something—footsteps in the far distance. Voices. “Guards,” Aaron murmured into her ear.

After that, they walked in silence.

 

Tom took them to a wooden gate at the very edge of the palace, where two stone walls met. The gate was small and unadorned—more like a passage out of a back garden than a palace.

Tom drew the iron bolt quietly and pulled the gate inward. They all retreated instinctively from the gaping mouth. On the other side, there were silhouettes of buildings and a wide street. The moonlight seemed to barely touch any of it. Nothing was moving.

Joan felt a sick swoop in her stomach, as though she were standing on a high wall. There’d been something awful about the view of the frozen Thames, but now she realized that the horror of it had been mitigated by the window between.

Beside Joan, Aaron put his hand over his mouth as if he were going to be sick.

“There’s nothing there,” Ruth whispered. “It looks like there’s something there, but there’s nothing there. It’s a . . . a void. All those silhouettes are just shadows.”

“I know,” Tom said. His gaze was averted; he couldn’t even look at the view.

Joan could feel it too—the horror of it. Her stomach roiled. Her skin crawled. She had the feeling that if she stepped across the threshold, there’d be nothing on the other side. She’d fall and fall and fall forever.

She tried not to think about that as she passed Aaron the hammer and nails to free her hands. Then she started to work on the rope. She made a loop with it, the size of the gate. As she tied the ends together, Aaron seemed to understand what she was doing. He lined up one of the nails at the left top corner of the gate’s wooden frame. At Joan’s nod, he tapped it with the hammer.

They all stopped then, listening. Joan held her breath. There were no urgent voices. No running footsteps. No sounds at all. Joan counted to ten. Then she nodded at Aaron again. He moved over to the other corner and tapped in the other nail.

Then he helped Joan hang the rope around the gate. Earlier in the night, they’d needed a long rug to cross the stretch of snow between them and the Archive. But Joan hoped that here a rope would be good enough. And she hoped it would be easier for Ruth to manage.

“I don’t know about this,” Ruth whispered. “I can’t even feel the Hunt power. It’s like—” She hesitated as if she wasn’t sure how it felt. “It’s like it’s burned out of me. The Hunt power isn’t supposed to open gates like this.”

“Close your eyes,” Joan whispered, “and try. Just try. One more time.”

Ruth hesitated again. Her eyes were sunken with fatigue; her skin was almost gray. But she touched the rope with the flat of her hand and closed her eyes. Nothing happened for a long moment. “I can’t—” she started to say, and then something flashed on the other side of the gate. Joan heard Aaron gasp.

For a second, the moon had been smaller, and in a different part of the sky.

Ruth must have felt it. She opened her eyes. Frowning with concentration, she pushed the rope against the wooden frame, straining. There was another flash, and this time it lasted long enough for Joan to see the buildings grow and shrink on the other side of the road. There was no way to know what year she’d seen.

Ruth was already exhausted. “I can’t keep it open,” she said.

“Okay,” Joan said. “Okay. We’ll have to jump across during the flash.”

“You must be joking,” Aaron whispered. “If the gate closes while we’re crossing . . .”

“If Conrad finds us . . .” Tom whispered back.

Aaron squeezed his eyes shut for a second. “All right,” he said in acknowledgment. “All right. I’ll go first.” He stepped up to the threshold of the rope.

“Get ready,” Ruth’s face was strained with concentration. “Now.”

The gate flashed open and Aaron hurled himself through. And then he was gone, and there was only the shadowy city on the other side.

“Did he make it?” Ruth whispered.

“Yes,” Joan whispered back, even though she hadn’t actually seen him get to the other side. The flash had been too brief. She needed to believe that he’d made it. She needed to believe that he hadn’t disappeared into a void.

“I’ll go next,” Tom said. He stepped up to the threshold, Frankie in his arms.

Joan put her own hand up against the rope, willing her own Hunt power to activate. She couldn’t feel anything of it. Her Hunt power had failed years ago. But she couldn’t just stand here while Ruth burned herself out.

“Get ready,” Ruth said to Tom. Then, almost as fast: “Go.”

The gate flashed again. And then Tom was gone.

“Two more times,” Joan said. “Me and you.”

Ruth took her time to answer. Her breath was coming in gasps. “You know I can’t come with you,” she managed.

“Yes, you can,” Joan said firmly. “You didn’t even try back there at the archive, but I bet you could have.”

Ruth shook her head.

“I’m not leaving you here,” Joan said.

“Don’t be an idiot.” The usual spark in Ruth’s voice wasn’t there. She sounded tired and flat. She started to push at the rope again.

“Ruth—” Joan said.

“Just fucking go when I say,” Ruth said.

“I’m not leaving you here.”

“Three,” Ruth said. “Two. One.”

The gate flashed into existence. Joan grabbed Ruth’s free hand, dragging her through as she jumped.

There was a flash of horrifying nothingness, and then Joan was falling out onto a pavement. She hit someone’s back. Aaron’s. She steadied herself against him. For a long moment, she couldn’t breathe. Whatever time they were in, she could hear cars.

And then she heard Ruth’s voice. “You absolute idiot. You could have killed us both!”

Joan swallowed, almost in tears with relief. “You’re the idiot.”

“What if you’d fallen into that timeless abyss or whatever it was?” Ruth demanded. “What if you’d got yourself killed!”

Joan looked around. Whatever had frozen Whitehall at the stroke of midnight had lost its grip. Tourists and cars were moving again, wandering toward Big Ben and back the other way to Trafalgar Square.

Otherwise, everything looked just as it had when they’d left. The cars were still low and boxy; people’s clothes were still loose.

“I think we’re back in the nineties,” Ruth said. “I was aiming for the night we just left.”

“You did great,” Joan said.

“Quiet,” Aaron said sharply. “We’re not safe yet.”

They were drawing some attention from tourists walking past. Had they been seen jumping out of thin air, Joan wondered. No. People didn’t look shocked enough for that. Then she saw someone give her an up-and-down look.

“These clothes are really memorable,” she murmured. Aaron and Tom could have passed without comment, but Joan and Ruth were obviously dressed for a gala.

Aaron swore. He stripped off his gray jacket, leaving him in a shirt and waistcoat. He passed the jacket to Joan. Tom passed his to Ruth.

Joan slid into it, remembering the other time she’d worn Aaron’s jacket—terrified and cold, and covered in Gran’s blood. Just like last time, she felt instantly better. The gray length covered almost three-quarters of her dress. Tom’s covered even more of Ruth’s. Joan caught Aaron looking at her as she straightened the hem. Maybe he was remembering that night too.

“Okay?” she whispered to him.

He nodded. His expression was difficult to make out. “Let’s get out of here,” he whispered back.

Joan craned to look farther up the road. The great gate into Whitehall Palace had vanished. In its place, there were dozens of people in dark suits.

“Guards,” Aaron whispered.

Conrad was standing among them, illuminated by a streetlight. His blond hair shone, reminding Joan of Aaron. Conrad bent to say something to a man with black hair and a very thin build.

“That man he’s talking to,” Tom whispered. “That’s not a guard. I think that’s one of the Patel family.”

“We should get out of here,” Aaron said. To Joan, he said: “The Patels can mire monsters in time—they can prevent us from traveling.”

“Don’t they have to touch you?” Ruth said.

“Not if they’re strong,” Tom said. “If they’re strong then they can—” The man raised a hand and Tom broke off. “This guy’s strong! Run!” he said.

But it was too late. The man made a sweeping gesture, encompassing the breadth of the street—from the Westminster end to Trafalgar. The world seemed to ripple around him, as if he were a dropped stone in a pond.

The ripple emanated out, too fast to avoid. Joan stumbled with the power of it. Beside her, Ruth and Aaron staggered. Tom flung a hand out for balance, but managed to keep hold of Frankie.

As if with some sixth sense, Conrad turned his head to them, unerring in the dark. He issued an instruction. Guards began to rush toward them.

“Run!” Tom said. He pointed to Trafalgar Square—crowded with tourists even this late at night. “Split up and run!”

 

Joan sprinted toward Trafalgar Square. At first she could hear the others’ running footsteps, but soon she found herself alone.

In their planning, Tom had suggested a rendezvous in case they got separated: an ancient stone staircase in Wapping, once used by watermen to access the Thames.

It took Joan nearly two hours to get there. She jumped onto a bus at Trafalgar and stayed on it until she was sure that she hadn’t been followed. After that, she made her way to Wapping on foot.

On the main street, she took a dark passage past the Town of Ramsgate pub to the foreshore of the Thames. She picked her way down the slippery stone stairs, trying not to fall in the dark. There wasn’t much to the beach at the bottom of the stairs. It was tiny and sharp-rocked and stank of sea rot. Joan’s feet crunched over sticks and pebbles and shells.

There was enough moonlight to see that the tide was out. No one else was on the beach yet. Joan squeezed her hands into fists, trying not to imagine that the others had been caught.

At the water’s edge, Tower Bridge was unexpectedly close, still in its night lights. Nearby, on the water, Joan could just make out a bobbing rowboat, moored to something that looked homemade. Transport out of here, care of the Hathaways.

They’d all get on that rowboat, and Tom would take them to a Hathaway mooring for the night. They’d decide what to do after that.

Joan backed away from the shore and sat heavily on the old stone staircase.

There’s something wrong about all of this, Ruth had said at the Court. I feel as if we’ve got something wrong.

Joan dropped her head into her hands. She could hear the river lapping against the bank. In. Out. In. Like breathing. We’ve got something wrong, Ruth had said. But the truth was, it was Joan who’d gotten something wrong. She’d made the others go to the Monster Court.

She’d been so sure that she was right. She’d been so sure that the Transformatio would be in the Royal Archive that she’d risked everyone’s life. But she’d gotten it wrong. Instead of a device that would save her family, they’d found an empty prison cell. Gran had given Joan a key to the Monster Court, and Joan had wasted it.

As always, the thought of Gran brought back that terrible night. Sometimes, it felt like all Joan’s memories of her family had been overridden that night. When she thought of Gran, it was always of Gran in that room, dying.

Think of something else, she told herself. But the memory kept going. Gran’s last words. You’re in very grave danger. Someday soon you’ll come into an ability. A power.

Joan remembered how she’d stood outside the door to the Royal Archive. She’d slammed her hand against the lock and power had poured out of her. And after she’d touched it, the metal had been as dull as stone—as if she’d somehow returned it to ore. She thought about the dark marks on the necklace. What had she done to that lock? To that chain? Had she transmuted the metal? Was that her power—to change metal into stone?

Joan clenched and unclenched her hand, trying to feel for that strange power again. But whatever she’d done at Whitehall, she couldn’t feel a spark of it now.

She wasn’t sure how long she sat there before a low whistle made her jump. She turned. Tom’s bulky silhouette was at the top of the stairs. “Don’t get up. I’ll come to you,” he called down softly.

He jogged down the slippery stairs with the sure foot of a boatman. Frankie trotted behind him with cheerful huffs.

Tom got person-size and then Tom-size, stumbling up to Joan, all muscles and dopey good humor. “All right?” he said. “Took me a while to get here.”

“I’m fine. The others haven’t arrived yet,” Joan said. “What if they’ve been caught?”

“I saw Aaron around Temple. Ruth too. Don’t worry. They’re not far behind.” Tom’s battered face cut into a smile. “Here.” He unhooked a woman’s handbag from his shoulder and opened it to show Joan that it was bulging with pork pies. “Stole us some breakfast.”

Joan pictured him taking time out from dodging the palace guards to snatch a purse. Then she pictured him emptying out the keys and cash to make way for something he really valued. In spite of her worry about Aaron and Ruth, she found herself wanting to laugh. Apparently, you could rely on Tom to keep things simple.

She felt in her pocket. The marzipan lions she’d taken from the palace hadn’t fared well. One was missing its tail; the other was missing its head. Oh well. She offered them to him anyway. “If Ruth or Aaron brings some drinks, we’ll have a proper picnic.” She patted the step, and shuffled over to make room for him.

Tom grinned, but he didn’t sit down as Joan had expected. “And the other thing?” he said. “You have that too, right?”

Joan looked up at him. “I—” She hesitated. “What?” The sky was a pre-dawn gray now. A trick of the light had put Tom’s mouth in shadow, removing some of the usual slackness from his expression.

“I thought it would be in his bedding,” Tom said. “Did you find it under the desk?”

Joan stared at Tom’s silly face. Except that right now, his eyes were strangely sharp. The scar across his eyebrow was a pale slash in the morning light. He looked more like a thug than ever.

She had found something at the Court, she remembered suddenly. Something wedged into the notch under the desk. She’d forgotten about it in the rush to escape.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she whispered.

“Let’s not insult each other,” Tom said, almost gently. “Neither of us was going to leave that room empty-handed. And you made the first move to leave.”

Joan got to her feet slowly, careful to telegraph her movements in case he took it as an attack. Tom had seemed a gentle giant—not stupid, but slow and a little clumsy at times. Right now, though, he didn’t seem so slow. And if he wasn’t slow, maybe he wasn’t clumsy at all.

Joan put her hand against her pocket. She could feel the thing she’d found—a square of lightweight plastic. She’d barely glanced at it before she’d pocketed it; it had been white, with no markings. She’d dismissed it as unimportant when she’d retrieved it, but now she wondered . . .

“Whatever you think I have,” she said, “I don’t.”

Tom’s expression seemed so sharp now that he could have been a different person.

Joan found herself remembering suddenly how she’d met him. He’d approached her. He’d called out to her at the market when he’d seen her necklace—he’d known it was a key to the Monster Court. Later, Ruth had said that he was a former Court Guard. Everyone at the market knew, she’d said. Had Tom deliberately spread information that he’d been a guard? Had he known Joan would turn to him, needing a guide inside the Court?

Tom gave her a crooked smile. “You know they used to hang pirates here?” His tone was casual, but something about the way he said it made Joan’s heart thump. “They hung Captain Kidd right there.” He nodded at the stone wall at the back of the stairs. Green algae covered two-thirds of the stone, an ominous sign of how high the Thames could climb. “This place isn’t much in this time,” he said. “But it used to be like Victoria Station here. Kids running around the docks. Whelk sellers calling out their wares. ‘Whelks, whelks, penny a lot!’ And the river so full of boats that we’d all be bumping up against each other.”

Tom took the last steps in a casual stride. Joan stumbled back. Water splashed. She looked down to see that the river was pooling around her feet. The tide was coming in.

“They had to hang Captain Kidd twice,” Tom said. “First time, the rope snapped and he thumped down into the mud. The whole crowd thought he’d get a reprieve. That since the rope had snapped, he’d be spared. But he wasn’t. He was hung again, and the second time it took.” His eyes had glazed, as if in memory, but when Joan shifted her weight, they sharpened again. “And afterward, they put him on a pole and let the Thames take him three times. Three tides.”

“What do you want?” Joan said.

“What did any of us want?” he said. “To get to the Royal Archive.” He almost spat the word. “But he wasn’t there.”

“He?” Joan felt like a complete idiot then. She’d assumed that the archive had been a room somewhere in the palace. It hadn’t occurred to her that the archive and the prisoner had been one and the same. Did that mean . . . Joan blurted: “He’s the Transformatio? He’s the device? He’s the one who can change the timeline?”

Tom made an impatient sound. “There’s no device. The Transformatio really is just a myth. There’s no way to change the timeline.” He held out his hand. “But I know he left something in that room. Give it to me.”

Joan wanted to take another step back, but she couldn’t. The staircase was blocked by Tom’s big frame. Behind Joan, the river was rising. The water swirled around her feet, lapping at the bottom of her dress. She put her hand in her pocket and closed her finger and thumb over the plastic square. “I’m a Hunt,” she warned him. Had they ever mentioned her lack of the Hunt power in front of Tom? “If I hide it, you’ll never find it.”

“You won’t do that,” Tom said.

“Step back or I will.”

A male voice in the distance made them both tense. “Maybe if we’d gone through Cheapside, as I’d said, we’d have been here ages ago.”

Aaron. Joan breathed out, relieved. She’d never been so glad to hear his tetchy tone.

Then, less distantly: “Guards were all over the square mile, you idiot.” Ruth.

“It’s three against one now,” Joan said to Tom. But it wasn’t. Not quite yet.

“Do you even know what you found?” Tom said, low and intense. “It’s a message. But you won’t be able to decode it.”

“Oh, but you could, I suppose?”

“Yes,” Tom said. “The message was meant for me.”

Joan hesitated then. “For you?”

Ruth and Aaron’s bickering was getting closer. In a second, they’d be upon them. Tom would glance up, and Joan would have a moment to shove him off the stairs.

Still she hesitated. What was she missing? “Why would the prisoner have left you a message? Who was he?” And why had Nick been looking for him? There was too much that Joan didn’t understand.

Tom shifted on his feet, as if weighing his options.

“Don’t come any closer,” Joan warned him. “I’ll use the Hunt power to hide it.”

“You won’t use the Hunt power,” Tom said.

“Why do you keep saying that?”

Aaron appeared at the top of the stairs. “Oh good, you’re both here,” he called down. He started to descend.

“Because you don’t have the Hunt power,” Tom said. He bent close, and put his mouth to Joan’s ear. “I saw what you did to that lock,” he whispered.

A chill rippled through Joan’s body. Someday soon you’ll come into an ability, Gran had said. A power. You can trust no one with the knowledge of it.

Tom straightened just as Ruth came into view too. Then, as though Joan weren’t any kind of threat at all, he turned his back on her, deliberately. “You took your time,” he called up to the others.

Joan stared at his broad back. Aaron had already begun descending the slippery stairs. “. . . guards are everywhere,” he was saying.

“Hey, just stay up there,” Joan called up to Aaron. She felt cold all over. Aaron would have more leverage if he stayed above them. Tom’s not who we thought, she wanted to say. Ruth was right—I got something wrong about this.

But something about the way Tom had said the message was meant for me gave her pause. “Just stay there,” she called up again, because Aaron was still walking down. She kicked up water to show him that the river had reached the bottom step. “Tide’s coming in.”

“No, we have to go right now,” Ruth said, and now she was picking her way down too. “While there’s still some darkness to hide us.”

“Guards are everywhere,” Aaron said. “You don’t even know!” His tone was urgent.

“We can’t go to the Hathaways,” Joan said. No way were they getting into a boat with Tom. No way were they going to the Hathaways, where they’d be entirely in Tom’s power. But neither did Joan want to escalate this—not until she knew what was going on.

And now, finally, Aaron slowed his descent. “Your family didn’t come through?” he said to Tom.

Tom shrugged. He turned back to Joan, looking at her as intently as she was watching him. Maybe wondering why she hadn’t ratted him out yet. Joan was kind of wondering that too. The message was meant for me.

“Our shoes are getting wet,” she said to Tom quietly. That wasn’t quite true. The tide had only risen to Joan’s step. Tom’s feet were still dry.

Tom shifted his weight. He was a big man, but looming above her, he looked like a giant. If there was a scuffle, Joan knew who’d come out best. The stairs were lethally slippery with lichen. And Hathaway territory was the Thames and canals. Tom had grown up on the water.

Joan raised her voice to address Aaron. “Where can we go?”

“If not the Hathaways?” Aaron said. It was more than one question.

Tom didn’t take his eyes off Joan. But to her surprise and relief, he backed up a step. “Not the Hathaways,” he agreed, answering one of them.

Joan didn’t dare blink as she climbed above the tide. She half thought Tom would try something while she was off-balance, but he didn’t move. He hadn’t touched her when they’d been alone together either, she realized slowly. He’d threatened her, but he hadn’t hurt her. He could have easily taken what she’d found by force, but he hadn’t. She couldn’t understand it.

“We need to go somewhere now,” Ruth said.

“Not an inn or a human hotel,” Tom said. “The Court will have guards all over them.”

“We can’t go to my family. They’d turn us all in,” Aaron said.

Ruth usually took any opportunity to bait Aaron about the Olivers, but she only said tensely: “Then where?”

“There’s nowhere else to go,” Aaron said. “Nowhere off the Court’s radar. They have access to every human record. They have spies everywhere. They know every—” His mouth snapped shut suddenly. From his expression, he’d realized something.

“Aaron?” Joan said.

Aaron’s gaze lifted to her face. There was an intensity in his expression that wasn’t usually there. Without knowing why, Joan found it hard to breathe under the weight of his attention.

The river washed in and out. A bird chirped, and was answered by another. Morning was coming upon them fast. And still Aaron just looked at Joan. “Aaron?” she said, uncertainly.

His gaze left her finally, turning to the water. “There’s a safe house in Southwark,” he said. “The Court doesn’t know about it.”

“How do you know?” Ruth said.

“My mother told me,” Aaron said. His tone was final. It was clear that no more questions were allowed. He turned and walked up the stairs.
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