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Eight

Aaron blinked once, twice, disbelief all over his face. Joan realized her own mouth was still open, and closed it with a snap. Aaron was the head of the Oliver family in this timeline?

The security guys glanced at each other; one was already frowning. Aaron clearly wasn’t acting like their Aaron, and any second now, they’d start to question why.

Joan felt Nick shift closer to her. She could almost read his mind. They were going to have to fight more than a dozen people to get out of here. Joan braced herself.

But then Aaron shook himself slightly, his back stiffening and his beautiful face chilling into an icy facade. In a blink, he’d transformed into a different person, the tilt of his head authoritative and casually dangerous. “Now, what’s all this fuss about?” he said, his voice silk.

Joan suppressed a gasp. He’d sounded exactly like his father. Her own heart was too loud in the silence. Could anyone else hear it? Could they hear her unsteady breaths? She glanced behind her, and realized she was still half expecting Edmund to shoulder his way forward and claim his rightful place. But there was no one behind them except uniformed security. The lawn and landscaped woodland sprawled into the distance.

Joan met Nick’s gaze. His mouth twisted: Are we out of danger or not? Joan shook her head slightly. She didn’t know.

Aaron smoothed down his suit jacket. It wasn’t necessary. His clothes were neat, even the shirt that Joan had bunched in her fists back at the inn. She bit her lip. Right now, Aaron seemed nothing like the guy who’d held her so gently in that bedroom.

One of the men stepped forward. “I—I apologize. I ordered the search, and I take full responsibility for intruding on your—”

“You thought that there were trespassers,” Aaron interrupted.

“Yes, my lord,” the man said. He had gray eyes like Aaron’s, and his uniform was black wool with polished silver buttons. Mermaids were etched into the silver.

“Then the search was necessary,” Aaron said. The man closed his eyes for a moment, his relief evident. “You did well to detect us so quickly.”

“Yes, my lord,” the man breathed. “Thank you, my lord.”

It’s very likely that we have counterparts here, Aaron had said earlier. Joan hadn’t imagined this, though—Aaron in charge of the formidable Oliver family. In the previous timeline, he’d been despised by his family and disinherited by his father.

“If there’s nothing else . . . ,” the head of the security team said. He waited for Aaron’s slight nod. “We’ll leave you with Geoffrey, my lord.”

The uniformed officers dispersed as quickly as they’d appeared. Within moments, Joan, Aaron, and Nick were alone with a man in a beautiful gray suit, a mermaid embroidered on the pocket—the only sign that he was in uniform too. Joan guessed he was Aaron’s valet.

Behind the man’s back, Nick rolled his shoulders, and Aaron grimaced slightly, letting his own tension show. Joan was weirdly relieved to see her Aaron for a moment, like a glint of sunshine through a curtain crack.

Then the glint was gone, and Aaron’s face was the ruthless prince again. He was emulating his father, Joan knew, but the cruelty in his expression was uncanny. He looked exactly like the icy aristocrat she’d assumed he was when they’d first met.

The valet stepped closer. Geoffrey, the security officer had called him. Joan recognized him then. He’d once been Edmund’s heir—the boy who’d replaced Aaron after Aaron had been stripped of his inheritance. This Geoffrey was older, a pallid man of about twenty with near-white hair.

“You have guests?” he said to Aaron. He aimed a beam of light at Nick’s face, at Joan’s. Joan blinked in the sudden glare, barely registering that Geoffrey’s eyes had widened. “A human and a half-human?”

“Is that a problem?” Aaron asked.

“You may do as you wish, of course.” Geoffrey’s posture was respectful, but he didn’t seem quite as afraid as the security team had been. “But where are their pendants?”

Joan touched the bare hollow of her throat unthinkingly. That answered one question she’d had—how people in this timeline treated people who were part monster and part human.

Aaron’s jaw tightened. “They lost them.” His tone suppressed questions.

Geoffrey opened his mouth and closed it. It was clear that humans didn’t just lose pendants in this world. “I shall arrange replacements.”

For a second, Joan couldn’t remove her hand from her throat—the urge to protect herself was too strong. Aaron’s attention flicked to her, laser-like, and his real self glinted through again. Joan realized with a start that he was calculating the risk of insisting that these humans be allowed to stay pendant-free. Joan shook her head slightly. Aaron had to be careful. They were still learning how this world worked. He couldn’t break character over this.

“Fine,” Aaron ground out.

“My lord . . .” Geoffrey sighed. “You’ve slept your way through half the Court, and now you’re picking up humans off the street?” He lowered his voice. “People will talk. They are talking.”

Joan’s mouth fell open again. She could hardly process what Geoffrey had just said. He thought Aaron had brought Joan and Nick here to sleep with them? Both of them?

She thought Aaron would deny it, but Aaron looked like a deer in headlights—as surprised as Joan.

Geoffrey played the beam of light from Nick’s square jaw to his muscled chest, and then on to Joan, lingering on her eyes, her mouth. Joan’s face heated. Beside her, Nick glared at Geoffrey in a way humans probably never did in this timeline. Geoffrey didn’t seem to notice. “I can see why you picked them,” he said to Aaron. “He’s a little low-class for your taste, but she’s—”

“That’s enough,” Aaron said.

“I only meant to say that she’s quite—”

“I said that’s enough.” The sudden dangerous undertone in Aaron’s voice made Geoffrey blanch.

They walked in silence up the path. Joan seemed to be processing everything in slow motion. Aaron was the head of the family in this timeline. And he maybe liked guys as well as girls. She lifted her gaze to the back of Aaron’s gray suit. His shoulders were tight. Joan could tell that he’d felt exposed by Geoffrey’s words.

Joan had never really been sure who Aaron’s type was—he’d always been so private, so self-contained. Everyone was attracted to Aaron. His looks made strangers on the street do double takes and stare. In return, though, Joan sometimes wondered if Aaron was into anyone at all. His gaze never seemed to linger on anyone.

Except that lately . . . Joan had noticed the way he looked at her, his eyes soft. I’ve only just found you, he’d said back at the inn.

She took a breath, trying to clear her head. This wasn’t the time to delve into how Aaron felt about her; how she felt about him. They were about to walk into a lion’s den.

The Oliver mansion towered over the landscape, a glowing castle on a hill, four storeys high, capped with turrets. From this angle, it had the quality of something ancient: a cliff at the edge of the ocean.

As they approached the front door, it opened, and a sleek brown dog came out, trotting up to Aaron. It snuffled his hand, tail wagging, and Aaron’s new persona slipped for a moment as he bent to stroke its head. A tag around its neck said Chaucer. Joan didn’t recognize the breed, but the dog’s fox-like ears and little muscled body reminded her of ancient Roman mosaics. “Was that you barking earlier?” Aaron asked the dog, his voice gentling.

“He didn’t like the Court Guards,” Geoffrey said.

The dog barked now, as if in agreement. Joan whispered to Nick under the whuffs: “No wonder the dogs didn’t sniff us out in the garden.” They’d known Aaron. They hadn’t sensed a threat.

“My lord!” A tall man came out to greet Aaron. His uniform screamed butler. And—God—Aaron had a butler here. He had staff. A valet. A security team.

“You have messages,” the butler said. “I’ve placed them in your office.”

Aaron straightened, and the dog pattered inside, wandering out of sight. “Very good.”

The butler’s gaze felt like a heavy weight on Joan’s shoulders. He knew that she and Nick were human. And from his disapproving expression, he’d made the same assumption as Geoffrey about why they were here.

Joan folded her arms around herself. Nick was hunched and uncomfortable too, but—as his gaze darted around—Joan realized he was more disconcerted by the posh house than the assumptions of the staff.

They followed the butler into a foyer that rose the full height of the house. Nick stared up. A skirt of windows flared under a painted ceiling. High above, mermaids swam underwater, their blonde hair billowing around them. Underfoot, the floor was tiled in gray marble, swirled with white like a sky before a storm.

Joan couldn’t have pinpointed why, but the layout of the space, the painting, the floor, felt like Aaron. It was his taste. And, from Aaron’s wary recognition, he saw it too, and he was disturbed by it.

Joan was so lost in their surroundings that she almost missed Geoffrey’s expression change as Aaron turned toward a small door at the back of the foyer.

“Aaron,” Joan whispered warningly to stop him—he was heading the wrong way. In the previous timeline, his bedroom had been in the servants’ wing. His father had banished him to a punitive closet-like space, far from the other Olivers. She caught Geoffrey frowning at her. “My—My lord!” she corrected herself quickly. “My lord Oliver.” The title stuck in her mouth.

“What is it?” Concern and questions filled Aaron’s face. And that was wrong too—she could see it in Geoffrey’s deepening frown. Aaron needed to be colder toward her.

“You—You mentioned you were hungry, my lord,” Joan said, willing him to understand. “That you wanted something from the kitchens. . . .”

“Shall I have the chef put together a light supper?” Geoffrey asked Aaron hesitantly. “I can have someone take it up to you. . . .”

Aaron’s mouth opened as he realized his own error. Joan saw the wheels in his head turn as he tried to figure out where his room actually was in this timeline. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Have some supper prepared. And—” A solution lit his face. “And you can take my bags up for me.”

Bags? Joan thought. Geoffrey asked the question aloud at the same moment: “What bags, my lord?”

Without blinking, Aaron drew a slender wallet from an inner pocket. He handed it to Geoffrey, who accepted it with slightly widened eyes. “Please.” Aaron gestured for him to lead the way.

Cradling the wallet carefully, Geoffrey took them up an imperial staircase, the treads padded with an elaborate embroidered carpet with a recurring mermaid motif. He turned left and guided them through a corridor with arched windows that looked out onto dark gardens. Each arch was deeply recessed into a private alcove, with a bookshelf and cushioned seat. Joan was surprised to see not the usual leather-bound books of stately homes but well-worn paperbacks with creased spines. Someone had actually read these books—and more than once. She was tempted to look closer, to examine the titles, but Geoffrey was already opening the door at the end of the passage, into the west wing of the house.

Joan suppressed a gasp. They’d entered another foyer, draped in silk-embroidered hangings, elaborate scenes of mermaids thrusting tridents at other fanciful sea creatures: fish with human faces, skeletal serpents, krakens. Joan turned a slow circle. The images, followed around the walls, seemed to illustrate a war.

There were huge wooden doors to the north and south. Was this whole wing of the house considered Aaron’s private space?

Nick’s eyebrows had been rising higher and higher as they’d walked, and he seemed almost amused as Geoffrey led them farther in, through a beautiful library with a domed ceiling, then an office with a leather-covered desk, then a private dining room with sparkling crystal in glass cabinets. Joan guessed there had to be a hundred rooms or more across the four floors of this building. Aaron’s wing of the house alone was a palace.

Geoffrey opened yet another door, and Joan could only stare as she took in the bedchamber. It was enormous, a house in itself. Everything was oversized—from the windows to the lit hearth to the cloudlike bed, which stood in the middle of the room under a shimmering blue-and-gold canopy, drawn back with tasseled cords.

More doors led to a palatial en suite with a claw-footed bath and a dressing room with framed mirrors and wardrobes. And that more than anything convinced Joan that this did belong to a version of Aaron—a whole room just for his clothes.

Geoffrey presented Aaron’s wallet back to him with a small flourish. Aaron pocketed it again, and turned, somewhat absently, to the view. Huge arched windows showed gently rolling hills and clusters of trees. In the distance, moonlight glinted off the Thames. It was a serene outlook; so still that it could have been a painting.

“I left some bags on the bus,” Aaron said, his back to Geoffrey.

“I’ll have them fetched,” Geoffrey said.

Aaron’s gaze on the view was unfocused, as if he were looking out at something far into the distance that no one else could see. “Where is my father?” he said softly, almost to himself.

What had happened to Edmund in this timeline? Joan had been wondering that too. Edmund wouldn’t have relinquished power voluntarily.

Geoffrey seemed puzzled—as he had when Aaron had turned the wrong way, toward the servants’ wing. “Your orders were clear, my lord. He hasn’t been allowed within a century of this time—not since you exiled him.”

Aaron’s expression didn’t change. “Of course.”

“Shall I have some supper sent to your rooms?”

“In half an hour. I’d like some privacy now.”

“Yes, my lord.” Geoffrey glanced from Joan to Nick. “Excuse me.” He stepped out of Aaron’s bedchamber, closing the door behind him.





Eleven

Joan dragged Nick back, angling away from the screen. Fear and fury washed over her, so intertwined that they didn’t feel like separate emotions. The camera hadn’t caught them—she was sure of it—but she was trembling as if it had.

“My favorite Oliver,” Eleanor said to Aaron, her mouth curling in what might have been affection but Joan could only read as condescension. She wore a plain medieval gown with the arrogance of a queen, and her voice was just as Joan had remembered it—low and melodious and sweet.

Aaron had fallen into a straight-backed posture, chin up. From this angle, Joan could see his hands shaking behind his back.

The last time Joan had seen Eleanor, she’d been newly radiant with the power of the timeline, the glare so dazzling that they’d had to shield their eyes from her. That quality was still present, although muted. Light emanated from her skin—a white glow, with a shine of shifting colors that made Joan think of opals, of expensive silks. It was bright enough to obscure Eleanor’s surroundings completely; there was no way to know where she was.

“Have I caught you at an inopportune time?” Eleanor asked, and Joan realized she had a perfect view of the rumpled bed behind Aaron, the pillows tossed to the floor. Combined with Aaron’s own disheveled appearance, the conclusion was obvious.

An almost imperceptible pause from Aaron. “No, Your Majesty. I serve at your pleasure.”

“Of course you do.”

Aaron allowed himself one slow blink of relief. He’d gambled on the address, the tone, and it seemed he’d been close enough.

Nick shifted—his first movement since they’d stumbled from the screen. He didn’t remember Eleanor murdering his family and torturing him, but memories lingered in the subconscious from other timelines. Joan knew that some part of him must still feel it.

He mouthed to Joan now: What does she want from him?

How often do they speak? Joan mouthed back. From Eleanor’s intimate tone—my favorite Oliver—it was too frequent for comfort. What if Eleanor figured out that Aaron had been replaced?

Aaron clearly had the same fear. His gaze was fixed on Eleanor like she was a venomous snake.

“I wanted to congratulate you.” Eleanor rapped her fingertips against the table. Her long nails ended in sharp points like a cat’s claws, polished in the color of fresh blood. “You’ve done very well in our fight against the wolves.”

The wolves. Joan straightened. She found herself turning back to Nick. He was watching Eleanor, his expression dangerous, and Joan wondered again if he had a counterpart here. If so, he’d surely be part of a resistance movement. He might even be leading it. . . .

“I’m very pleased with you, Aaron,” Eleanor said. Her tone turned Joan’s stomach. In the last timeline, Eleanor had used praise to bring Aaron to her side, knowing that he was starved of approval by his cruel father. It seemed she’d used the same tactic on his counterpart. Joan felt her jaw tighten at the thought. “The wolves have been a problem for me.”

Aaron opened his mouth, and then stopped, apparently unsure what to say. There was some color in his face; he’d seen this flattery for what it was, and Joan suspected he was humiliated it had ever worked on him.

Eleanor took the pause as a question. “We’ve spoken about this before,” she said, a little testily. “Even with all my power, the Court can’t always anticipate incidents of human rebellion. Honestly,” she murmured, almost to herself, “I thought events were clouded because of him. I was so sure . . . But he’s dead, and I still can’t see it all. . . .”

Aaron wet his lips as if they felt dry. “These humans are so far beneath you, they’re hardly worth your attention.”

Joan only half heard the last part—her eye had caught on something. On the writing desk beside her, there was a black signet ring with no shine. Nick had once worn one just like it on a chain around his neck—in the timeline when he’d been a monster slayer. If Joan hadn’t known better, she’d have thought it was his ring; it had the same square, undecorated signet.

She reached for it and felt a jolt—like the snap of a static shock. In her peripheral vision, she saw Aaron twitch, and realized it hadn’t been a physical sensation but a jolt from the timeline itself, as if it was suddenly paying attention to her. She was surprised again when she lifted the ring and a roll of paper came with it, tied to it with string.

Something fell from the paper’s hollow with a soft clunk. A piece of plastic the size and shape of a bread tag.

Nick tilted his head and slid the plastic from the table. He’d recognized it—like Joan had. In the monster world, tags like this were used to store and play holographic recordings.

Something nebulous and uneasy curled in the pit of Joan’s stomach, although she wasn’t sure why. She slid away the string and unrolled the paper, smoothing it onto the table.

She jerked back in horror, and Nick gasped out a shocked breath.

It was a poster showing Nick, beaten almost beyond recognition. His cheeks were swollen, nose broken. Blood ran from mouth to chin and stained the corners of his blackened eyes.

Nick Ward, it said. Executed for Treason. Authorised and carried out by . . . A distinctive stamp was pressed beside that line: a mermaid with a snakelike tail. The upper edge of the stamp read: Aaron Oliver, Head of Family. The lower: Fidelis ad Mortem.

Nausea washed over Joan as understanding hit her. In this timeline, Aaron’s counterpart had executed Nick’s. For a moment, she thought she might actually be sick.

She dragged her gaze from the terrible image of Nick’s battered face, reaching desperately for her Nick’s hand, needing the visceral proof that he was whole and alive. He squeezed back, hard, as if he needed the physical contact as well.

Aaron’s gaze flicked to Joan as if by instinct. His eyes widened as he saw the poster too.

“You did well to capture and execute their leader,” Eleanor said to Aaron now, and Joan shuddered. “I hear you had his body dragged through the streets after the execution.”

“I had to remind them who rules this city,” Aaron managed. Behind his back, his hands were shaking even more now.

Eleanor gave him one of her cold smiles. “Indeed.”

The floor creaked at the other end of the room, and the door opened. Geoffrey’s furious and flustered voice hissed: “You can’t just barge in—”

Ruth’s curly head appeared. Joan hurriedly put a finger to her lips. Ruth froze.

Eleanor hadn’t heard the new arrivals. She was still speaking. “And I understand you captured another cell of the wolves this week.” Ruth’s eyes widened as she recognized Eleanor’s voice. “And you’ve requested the honor of executing them yourself,” Eleanor continued. “A wise choice—to make a show of force. To put your hand on the ax.”

“I . . .” Aaron was still controlling his expression, but he couldn’t force out a reply. Joan could tell he was horrified by the thought of executing anyone.

Eleanor’s eyes sharpened—and Joan realized that Eleanor had been watching him this whole time. Perhaps this was one too many hesitations.

Joan’s heart thumped. She grabbed a notepad from the desk and scrawled: U can’t wait.

Nick snapped his fingers to draw Aaron’s attention.

Aaron’s eyes flew toward them and back. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said quickly. “I look forward to it.”

Eleanor relaxed. “I recommend vigilance tomorrow. There’s a possibility that the wolves will seek to free the prisoners.”

“Have you had intelligence to that effect?”

Another flicker of irritation from Eleanor. “I told you,” she said. “Their actions aren’t always predictable to me.”

By some superhuman effort, Aaron managed to hold a pleasant expression as Eleanor said her farewells and vanished from the screen. Even after that, he didn’t move for a long, long moment. Finally, he raised his voice. “Geoffrey, allow them in.”

What the hell? Jamie mouthed as he and Ruth slipped into the room, Frankie trotting behind them. Geoffrey was already walking away, his steps getting softer and softer, until the outer door shut with a distant click.

“What are you wearing?” Ruth blurted to Joan.

Joan blinked down at her own oversize shirt, emblazoned with the Oliver mermaid.

“But more importantly—” Jamie prompted Ruth.

“Oh yeah,” Ruth said. “And what the hell is going on? Why did that guy call Aaron Lord Oliver? And why were you talking to Eleanor?”





Fifteen

Joan tried to absorb what Marguerite had said. Someone had been rescuing humans in this world—a man calling himself the Wolf. Gran had told Joan to find him and his followers.

It seemed they’d been searching for Aaron’s counterpart all along.

Marguerite smiled at Aaron now, love and pride brightening her face, and a sudden chill ran through Joan. Marguerite’s actual son was gone. He’d been overwritten when they’d arrived in this timeline. This Aaron was a cuckoo in the nest. They all were.

“You organized our rescue?” Alfie said to Aaron. “We knew someone was helping us, but not you. We’d never have guessed.”

“That woman selling confessions whispered to us that we should play dead on the block,” his sister said. “But . . .” Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at Aaron. “I was so sure you were going to kill us. Everyone says you order humans to the Oliver house, and they never leave. Everyone says you killed Nick Ward—the gladiator who escaped. They say—”

She cut herself off, but Joan could guess what else people said about Aaron’s counterpart. She’d heard some of the words already. Sadistic. Cruel. She’d thought them herself.

Aaron opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Joan knew he’d been thinking of his own counterpart in the same way.

“Aaron has had to cultivate an image,” Marguerite said gently. “He and Nick have been working together against the Court for some time now. Nick’s death was staged.”

Joan heard herself make a soft sound. Beside her, Nick looked as startled as she felt. Aaron shook his head slightly, as if he couldn’t take in what Marguerite was saying. An evil twin, a serial killer, Ruth had called him. And Lucien had spoken of him murdering humans, sending their bodies away in vans.

The truth was clear now. Aaron’s counterpart had been faking human deaths. He’d been using those vans to transport people to safety.

Joan hadn’t been able to face the thought of overwriting their counterparts when she’d believed that Aaron’s was a torturer and a murderer. Now, though, it seemed they’d erased people who’d been doing good in the world.

“Do you need safe passage too?” Marguerite asked Joan and Nick.

It took Joan a second to gather herself. She realized that this was the first time she’d been addressed as an equal in this timeline by a monster. “Thank you, but no. We’ve been helping Aaron. I’m Joan.” She gestured to the others, going down the line. Ruth. Jamie. “And—and Nick.”

Marguerite nodded at Joan in acknowledgment before turning to Nick. “An auspicious name. You remind me of him.” She sighed. “I know you all missed lunch.” She opened her clutch and offered small paper bags to Joan and the other humans. “It’s just almonds and dried apricots, I’m afraid, but it should hold you over until you can eat a proper meal.”

“Thank you.” Joan took the offered bag, and caught a hint of sadness, of wistfulness, in Aaron’s expression. Joan had seen glimpses of Aaron’s everyday life; of his family’s cruelty after his mother had died. How different would his life have been if Marguerite had survived?

Marguerite turned back to Alfie and Enid. “I’m very sorry you two were caught up in this. I know you aren’t wolves yourselves.”

Not wolves? Joan looked at Marguerite, surprised.

Alfie confirmed it. “We didn’t know anything. The guards forced us to sign false confessions. They made us swear that we’d been working against the Queen. But . . .”

“It’s the Court’s latest tactic,” Marguerite said, disgust pinking her face. “They can’t stop the wolf attacks, and they can’t find the culprits, so they scapegoat innocent humans.” She shook her head. “The truth is, there are far fewer wolves than the Court believes.”

The way she said it made Joan wonder if the entire wolf movement had just been Aaron and Nick—aided by trusted confidantes like Marguerite.

She was nearly sure of it when Marguerite shot a curious look at her, and then at Nick, Ruth, and Jamie. Joan had the impression that Aaron’s counterpart hadn’t trusted many people.

A knock at the door made them all jump. Marguerite gestured for Alfie and Enid to hide. When they were safe, she raised her voice. “Come!”

The door cracked open, revealing a young girl in the pub’s uniform. “Your driver is here, Lady Nightingale. He’s in the alley.” She nodded at another door—at the side of the room. Joan guessed that it led directly to the road outside.

As soon as the girl was gone, Marguerite bundled Alfie and Enid up in cloaks, hoods up to hide Alfie’s distinctive hair. “I’ll just be a couple of minutes,” she said to Aaron. “I need to speak to the driver.” She opened the side door, and Joan glimpsed a dark-windowed car waiting outside. And then the door closed again, and Joan and the others were temporarily alone.

Joan released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Beside her, Aaron’s shoulders dropped in a shudder.

“Are you all right?” she whispered to him.

Aaron shook his head slightly. “I didn’t expect to see her. It’s been years since she was . . .” He trailed off. Since she was executed.

“She’s nice,” Nick said. It was gentle, and his eyes on Aaron were softer than before.

Aaron was silent for a long moment. “She’s older than she ever got in my memory, but she’s exactly like herself in every other way.” Then he added, so quietly that Joan had to strain to hear him, “I’m not her son, though. I killed her son when I arrived here.”

Joan’s chest hurt. “That’s not your fault.”

“It’s not,” Jamie agreed softly.

“I can’t tell my mother—it would kill her to find out.”

“You want us to keep lying to her?” Ruth’s voice was more sympathetic than her words. Maybe she’d guessed, like Joan had, that Aaron would find it unbearable to lie to his mother.

“We have to keep pretending we belong here,” Aaron said roughly. “Listen . . . my counterpart was clearly working against the Court to help humans. But the five of us”—he indicated Joan, Nick, Ruth, and Jamie—“want more than that. We want to restore the timeline, to make a better world. But to do that, we’ll have to overwrite this world. We’ll have to overwrite the people in this timeline. We need to be very careful about what we say, and who we say it to.”

Joan took a deep breath. They’d been talking about stopping Eleanor, about fixing this timeline, but she hadn’t thought further than that. Aaron was right, though, she realized now. Restoring the world—fixing it—would mean overwriting everyone in this timeline.

It was an overwhelming thought. Joan wanted to push it out of her head. Because at the same time, this timeline was just wrong.

Nick said it before Joan could. “We do have to correct this timeline, though. This world can’t stand.”

“It can’t,” Joan agreed. Her throat felt tight.

Aaron sighed. His head was still down, but he glanced up at Nick, something odd in his eyes. “I can’t imagine our counterparts working together here,” he said to him. “I really can’t fathom it. How did they even meet?”

“We’re working together right now, and I can hardly believe it,” Nick said wryly.

Joan bit her lip. Aaron and Nick were working together, but they’d all made it clear this was a temporary truce. Had it been the same for their counterparts? Had they agreed to help each other only until Eleanor was defeated? What would have happened after that?

They fell silent again as the side door opened and Marguerite returned from the alley. The room seemed to brighten with her presence. She and Aaron had the same glamorous aura; the same beauty that made sense on-screen but was startling in the real world.

“They got away safely,” she said.

“Wonderful,” Aaron managed.

Marguerite’s brow creased. “Are you all right?” she asked Aaron. “You seem out of sorts today.”

“I—” Aaron shook his head. “Sorry.”

Marguerite searched his face for so long that Joan was afraid she might recognize that Aaron wasn’t her son. She only said, though, “All of this is so much harder without Nick, I know. But you had to get him out. Eleanor would have killed him if he’d stayed here—she almost did. And you can still do good work without him.”

Aaron glanced at Nick, his expression difficult to read. Marguerite caught the look. “Who are your friends?” she asked Aaron curiously.

“Best that you don’t know. I trust them, though.”

To Joan’s relief, Marguerite seemed to accept that. “Well then . . . What is it you wanted to tell me?”

Aaron tilted his head in question.

“You and Nick have been searching for a way to get to the Queen,” Marguerite prompted. “You said that Nick had found it. My love, this is why we arranged to talk here. You were going to tell me what Nick found. . . .”

A way to get to the Queen.

The realization dawned on Joan in slow-motion horror. Gran had sent them to find Aaron’s and Nick’s counterparts, and now it seemed they’d been in possession of something important. Something that could be used to get to Eleanor. But the counterparts weren’t here anymore.

Aaron’s eyes were wide. He was clearly still shaken by the revelation that his counterpart had been helping rather than harming humans, and now he’d realized what Joan had. The counterparts had had plans of their own to get to Eleanor. Plans that had been derailed now. . . .

“I—I—” For all that Aaron had told them to keep lying to his mother, Joan could see how much it was weighing on him.

“Aaron . . . are you all right?” Marguerite said.

“Just a headache,” Aaron managed. “From speaking to Cassius Argent, no doubt.”

“You said you received a message, authenticated by Nick’s ring,” Marguerite prompted.

“Yes, of course,” Aaron said. He flicked a look at Joan, muted panic in his eyes. He had no idea what the message was, or how to find it.

It occurred to Joan that there’d been a ring tied to Nick’s execution notice. She’d put it in her pocket—hadn’t liked the idea of leaving it, unnoticed and uncared for, on that desk. Had there been a message with it? There’d been papers all over the desk. Joan hadn’t even looked at them.

She retrieved the ring now. It was smooth and seamless, the square signet plain black without adornment. She swallowed hard. It was exactly like the ring Nick had worn in the timeline she’d first met him in.

Nick drew a sharp breath. He’d gone pale. “May I?” He held out his hand.

Joan passed the ring to him, unsure why he wanted it. As she did, she noticed for the first time that there were scratches on the black metal that might have been numbers. If she squinted, the scratches might have said 317. Could that be the message?

Nick flicked his thumb against one edge of the signet. To Joan’s surprise, the piece opened, revealing a tiny hidden compartment.

“How did you see that mechanism?” Ruth said to Nick wonderingly. “That hinge was completely invisible.”

“My sister has a ring just like this.” Nick’s head was low, and Joan realized why he’d paled. He hadn’t seen the ring last night; he’d been distracted by the photograph of his own battered face. Now, though, he had to be wondering why his sister wasn’t in possession of her own ring. Wondering if something had happened to her in this timeline. He took a deep breath, and Joan could tell he was trying to focus on the task. “There’s a piece of cloth inside,” he said. “And a bit of plastic.” The cloth was a tiny scrap in the ring’s hollow, discolored with something rust-like that almost looked like blood. Nick extracted the plastic piece nestled beside it.

“It’s a projector,” Aaron said. Like the one they’d used last night to watch Nick’s faked execution.

Joan’s lips felt dry. A way to get to the Queen, Marguerite had said. Could that bit of plastic hold the key to accessing Eleanor? They’d been talking about the prospect of confronting her again, but it felt so much more real suddenly.

“Wonderful.” Marguerite didn’t seem to notice how flustered they all were. “Shall we watch the message?”

Aaron placed the plastic piece in the aisle between the seats. Then he stood back and waited.

Jamie coughed. “Password.”

Aaron looked like a deer in headlights. He had no idea what his counterpart’s password could be. “I—I don’t—” he started. And then he hesitated, and said uncertainly: “Clavis aurea?”

It was fortunate that Marguerite was watching the plastic tag and not Aaron, because he couldn’t hide his clear surprise when a swath of empty space transformed into a small brick-walled room. The password had worked. The playback had started.

There was a shuffling sound, and then a large figure. Beside Joan, Nick’s breath released sharply. It was his own counterpart. The gladiator.

In the recording of his faked death, Nick’s counterpart had been curled up, feigning fear. In this recording, though, he stared confidently at the camera.

Last time, his scars had made him seem wounded and frail, but in his new stance, those same scars appeared to give him the presence and heft of the gladiator he’d been. His short-sleeved shirt showed the hard, cut muscles of his arms. He seemed bigger than any of the Nicks Joan had known.

When he spoke, his grave voice filled the room. “I received some final intelligence as I left,” he said to the camera. He spoke with a slightly formal intonation, his voice soldier-like. “Ronan from the Serpentine Inn has been informing on humans to the Court. You’ll need to deal with him.”

“Ronan?” Joan whispered to the others. “The receptionist from the inn?” The hairs rose at the back of her neck. “He was informing on people to the guards?”

“We’ve suspected him for some time.” Marguerite’s mouth was grim. “Humans in his vicinity keep getting arrested. Aaron arranged for him to be dealt with.” She looked at Aaron, who nodded, wide-eyed. Ronan had definitely been dealt with.

Lord Oliver has standing orders for traitors, Lucien had said. Joan realized with a shiver that she’d dodged a bullet yesterday. Ronan had clocked Joan from the wanted poster, and had offered to help. She’d trusted him—he’d used the wolf sigil to make her trust him—but he’d been planning to betray her all along. He’d have turned her over to the Court for cash.

Aaron’s counterpart had saved her life and she hadn’t even known it. Ordering Ronan’s death must have been one of his last acts before he’d been erased.

“Play,” Aaron ordered, and Joan realized that her own speech must have paused the recording. It started again now.

“The damage is worsening,” Nick’s counterpart said. “And we’re running out of time to stop her.” Joan felt a jolt. Gran had said they were running out of time too. And what had Nick meant by damage? “We’ve done what we can to prevent her from locking things down,” he continued, “but she’ll have plans of her own, and she might still outwit us.” He paused for a moment, eyes fixed on the camera. “I wish I could help you, but you’re alone in this now. You can get to her. You have what you need. Godspeed. . . .”

Then he was gone. In his place, a series of numbers floated in the air, crisp and three-dimensional and black.

9 1894 1, 9 1671 6, 7 161 7, 12 108 6, 

2 2229 4, 14 56 6, 11 2141 5, 3 3199 6

“Is that it?” Joan said. She felt breathless. Marguerite had been right. The counterparts had clearly had a plan to stop Eleanor. You can get to her. You have what you need. But what had the plan been? And . . . “What do the numbers mean?”

“Aaron?” Marguerite said.

“I—I don’t know,” Aaron said.

“But Nick sent this to you,” Marguerite said, puzzled.

Aaron was forced to shake his head. “I suppose he thought I’d be able to understand it, but I don’t.” He looked troubled, and Joan felt it too. His counterpart would have known what it meant. And Joan had a sense that the numbered line was the most important part of the message. When and where to strike at Eleanor, perhaps.

“Could the numbers be coordinates?” Ruth said. “Places we need to go to?”

“I think it looks more like a code,” Jamie said. “Something we’ll need to break.”

“You really don’t know?” Marguerite said to Aaron.

“I’m sorry,” Aaron said.

Joan looked at Nick, but he shook his head slightly. He didn’t know either—this version of him had never needed to encode a desperate message. He’d grown up in a benign world, like Joan had.

“There must be someone in the wolves who can break codes,” Joan said to Marguerite.

Marguerite hesitated. “There isn’t exactly a wolf movement,” she said, confirming Joan’s suspicions from earlier. “Not an organized one. It’s just Aaron and Nick, and the few people they trust.” She looked thoughtful. “I do know someone good with numbers, though. And, even better, he has no love for the Court.”

Marguerite led them on a short walk along Wapping Wall. Not a minute in, Frankie stopped dead in the middle of the path, her blunt nose sniffing at the briny air.

“What is it?” Jamie asked her.

Frankie sprinted ahead, her little legs galloping. Jamie swore in surprise and broke into a run, trying to catch her. Frankie wasn’t an athletic dog—Joan had never seen her run.

Joan sprinted after them both, and a second later a small dock came into view, surrounded on all sides by dark buildings.

Frankie leaped from the walking path, aiming for a narrowboat tied to the dock.

“Frankie!” Jamie shouted, horrified.

On the boat, a man had been mopping the deck. He dropped his mop now, and dove to catch Frankie midair, before she could splash into the gap.

“I’m so sorry!” Jamie gasped. “She’s never done that before! She—” He stopped, staring at the man.

It took Joan a long second to realize why he was staring. The man was his husband: Tom Hathaway.





Eighteen

Joan stared up. She’d been thinking of this timeline as wrong, and now she knew why. This world was a worm-eaten apple. As she looked up, the tears seemed to emanate an air of corruption, of an almost sweet rot.

“You said the damage was getting worse?” Nick said to Tom.

“There are tears all over the city too. I’ve heard whispers of Ali seals being placed in the dead of night. More and more frequently in recent months.”

“Good lord,” Aaron said shakily.

Jamie closed his eyes, so pale that Joan reached for him, scared that he’d fall.

“Here—” Tom sounded concerned. He slipped onto the deck and steadied Jamie, helping him down and sitting him on a bench. “Head between your knees,” he murmured.

Joan wet her dry lips. Her skin was crawling. “Why are there so many of those holes? What’s wrong with this timeline?” And why was the damage getting worse?

She remembered the tear she’d found at the café in Covent Garden, the one in the library at Holland House. She was almost sure that she’d torn those holes; that something had gone wrong with her Grave power of unmaking. Not for the first time, she wondered . . . had the King erased the Graves because they’d posed a danger to the timeline? Because they might have destroyed it?

Jamie took a deep breath and lifted his head with some effort. “I have a theory.” Joan focused on him. Was he thinking along the same lines as her? But Jamie said, “I think Eleanor pushed this timeline too far.”

Tom had been unlashing the boat from the pontoon. Now he paused, running a hand over his sandpapery chin. “Too far?”

“Does your timeline know of the zhēnshí de lìshǐ?” Jamie asked him. At Tom’s puzzled look, he bit his lip. Zhēnshí de lìshǐ was a Liu-coined term, apparently. “The true and original timeline,” he clarified. “The vera historia.”

Tom glanced behind himself—even though they were all alone on this boat and no one was on the bridge above. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. He finished with the rope and helped Jamie up. The rest of them jumped down from the roof, and Tom ushered them all back into the cabin.

With a whistle, Tom started the engine, and the boat began to head east. “You should be careful where you use that phrase,” he told Jamie. “True timeline. If the wrong person heard you saying that, you’d be arrested.”

“Some things don’t change,” Aaron said wryly, and Tom’s eyebrows went up.

Jamie spread his hands. “Well . . . according to scholars, the timeline always tries to return to its true shape—the shape of the original timeline.”

Tom leaned back against the door. He might have objected to the term true timeline, but from his expression he knew the theory. “Go on.”

“What if Eleanor created a timeline too far from the original?” Jamie said. “What if this timeline keeps trying to repair itself, and it can’t? What if that’s tearing it apart?”

Eleanor twisted the timeline beyond recognition, Gran had said. She created a world that was never supposed to exist.

On the other hand, Joan only knew two people who’d torn the timeline—her and Eleanor. “Or,” she said hesitantly, “what if it’s my family doing this? What if it’s the Graves? I’ve torn the timeline before with my power. And now my family’s back. . . .” Eleanor had brought them back.

“You’re a Grave?” Tom said slowly. “With the Grave power?”

Joan’s heart sank. She’d forgotten for a second that this wasn’t their Tom. “It’s a long story. I was raised a Hunt, but—”

“Can you time-travel?”

Joan was thrown by the question. “Well . . . yes.” What did it matter?

“Then why are you wearing that pendant?”

Joan blinked. She’d forgotten she was wearing it. “I’m half-human,” she explained. “The Olivers could tell.”

“Half-human?” Tom looked mildly shocked.

“Is that a problem?” Ruth said, an aggressive note starting.

“Not for me,” Tom said. There was a slight emphasis on me.

Joan folded her arms around herself. It seemed that people who were mixed weren’t approved of in this timeline. She’d supposed she’d already guessed that, but still . . . Something more to thank Eleanor for.

“I don’t believe it’s the Graves,” Jamie said to Joan firmly. “There was something about that message from Nick . . .” He recited it again, his intonation identical to Nick’s:

“The damage is worsening, and we’re running out of time to stop her. We’ve done what we can to prevent her from locking things down, but she’ll have plans of her own, and she might still outwit us. I wish I could help you, but you’re alone in this now. You can get to her. You have what you need. Godspeed. . . .”

“Good memory,” Tom said to him.

“It’s a family trait,” Jamie said. He was distracted, though. “Locking things down . . . ,” he murmured. “Why is that familiar?”

He’d said that earlier. A nagging thought coalesced in Joan’s mind. “Since when do you have memory problems?”

Jamie’s eyes widened; his recall was perfect except when it came to memories of previous timelines.

In one of his past lives, he’d been locked in a windowless cell—forced to hold the Court’s secrets as the Royal Archive. He’d held all the knowledge of the world. “That phrase . . . ,” he said. “Locking things down . . .” He closed his eyes, trying to recall what he’d once known. “When I was the Archive, the King was researching something about locking things down.”

The Liu power was a strange thing. The ordinary Liu power was perfect memory, but the strong Liu power gave them something in addition—fragments of previous timelines. Perfect memory here, and fragments there. Did Jamie ever find that maddening?

Jamie put a hand over his mouth. “Ohhh.” The sound stretched. He looked as sick as he had when he’d gazed up at that pocked sky. “Eleanor will want to do it anyway,” he mumbled to himself, “but the tears in the timeline will be forcing her hand. How soon will she need to act, though? How long do we have?”

“Jamie?” Joan said, alarmed.

Jamie stared at her, eyes unfocused. “This timeline is damaged,” he said. “Eleanor has to know that she pushed things too far, and now it’s tearing itself apart. She’ll need to fix the damage—by locking down the timeline.”

“Meaning?” Nick asked.

“There’s a way to make the timeline forget its previous incarnations,” Jamie said. “If Eleanor can do that, she’ll lock this timeline into place. The holes will close up, and the timeline will stop trying to return to its original shape.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Ruth said. “Closing up the holes . . .”

Jamie’s gaze sharpened. “You don’t understand. If Eleanor succeeds, it won’t be possible to change the timeline ever again. Not for Eleanor, and not for us. This timeline will be the last timeline.”

The hairs rose on the back of Joan’s neck. “The last timeline . . .” Behind Jamie, the window showed the north bank. Eleanor’s London was as gloomy as a storm. Clouds had dulled the skyline, painting the glass towers the same gray shades as the stone buildings around them. “We won’t be able to fix what she’s done.”

Jamie nodded. “There’ll be no way to make a new timeline. We’ll be stuck here forever.”

Joan shuddered. Of all the possible horrors she’d imagined, this hadn’t been one of them. The timeline had always seemed flexible to her.

But now it seemed that Eleanor could cement her rule forever.





Epilogue

Joan shielded her eyes. She lay on a sun-warmed picnic blanket, her head in Aaron’s lap and Nick propped up against her crooked knees. It had been a year since they’d arrived back home, and Aaron had suggested they do something on the anniversary. To celebrate, he’d said. To remember.

“Aren’t you worried about grass stains?” Joan asked Aaron now. He was in a heather-gray suit—some things never changed—with his back against a tree.

Aaron seemed amused by the question. He bent to kiss her forehead. “No.”

Nick made a soft sound of contentment. “Are we actually going to eat this picnic?”

“I mean . . . ,” Aaron murmured, a smile warming his voice. He looked at Nick, who gave him a thoughtful look back.

Joan’s face was already pink from the sun, but she could feel herself reddening more. “We’re outside,” she said, laughing.

Aaron looked down at her, his expression so soft that Joan’s breath caught. He’d never looked at her like that in any other timeline. He ran his thumb along the flush at her cheekbone. He liked making her blush, Joan had learned. “On my estate,” he pointed out. “My very large, very private estate.”

“We invited people to lunch,” Joan reminded him.

“Whose idea was that?”

“Yours.”

“Terrible idea. Awful.” Aaron kissed her with each statement. “I’ll have to make it up to you later.”

“I think I hear the boat,” Nick said, a smile in his voice now too.

Joan tilted her head and heard it too—the insect buzz of an engine on the river.

It was Ruth who arrived first, though, with a huge basket. “I brought so much food.” She flopped onto the blanket with a groan. “Everyone has to eat it; that basket was heavy.”

“We will,” Joan promised. She started unpacking it—six different kinds of sandwiches and little savory tarts. Scones, jam, cream, cherries, strawberries, raspberries. “How did you carry all this?”

On the river, Jamie and Tom’s narrowboat was drawing into the Olivers’ private dock. Frankie and Sylvie jumped off first and came over to investigate the food.

Ruth retrieved a container of cold chicken from the basket and stripped pieces off the bone for each of the animals. “You’re late!” she called to the boat.

“Sorry,” Jamie said cheerfully, tying the rope to the dock. “It’s a lot harder to be on time when you can’t time-travel to the exact moment.”

A year, Joan thought. A year since anyone had been able to time-travel.

“There are things I miss,” Aaron said, pushing his pale hair from his forehead.

“Being able to choose the weather?” Ruth suggested.

“Garum and silphium,” Tom said.

“Always having access to perfectly ripe fruit,” Jamie said.

“The 2380s,” Tom said. “Those are going to be some good years.”

“You’re saying too many things,” Nick grumbled, and Aaron looked over at him, expression softening, like it only ever did with Joan and Nick.

“The cost was too high,” Aaron murmured to him.

“Far too high,” Joan agreed.

They all missed being able to travel, though, she knew. Aaron dreamed, sometimes, that he was in Londinium. That he was in the Victorian era. In the future. Sometimes, he woke with yearning in his eyes.

I’d rather be here, he said sometimes afterward. I might miss it, but I’d far rather be here with you.

Joan dreamed too. She dreamed of Holland House before it had burned. Of St. James’s Park in the 1990s. Of Limehouse in the 1800s. But most of all, she missed the ripple and shift of the timeline itself. She hadn’t known how comforting it had been until it was gone.

“We gained more than we lost,” Aaron said now, seriously.

That was true. This was a brand-new timeline; not the original, and not any that they’d lived in before. And it was good. Joan’s mother was alive here, and so was Aaron’s. Joan’s dad was here. Nick’s family. The Lius. The Hunts. The Graves . . . Even the time that Joan and Nick had taken from themselves to travel seemed to have been returned. The families still had their individual powers, and Aaron’s mother had used hers to check; she’d looked them over carefully, and promised that they both had a whole lifetime of years left.

And there was this precious, wonderful thing between Joan and Aaron and Nick. Joan had never imagined they could be happy like this.

Eleanor, though, was truly gone. Maybe she’d been swallowed by the void. Or maybe the timeline had erased her completely. Not even their own mother remembered her now. Not even Gran. Only Joan, and the people here today. . . .

“Shall we?” Joan asked the others now.

She’d brought a little wax-paper boat with a candle that Nick lit now with a match. Joan put the boat on the river, and they watched it float slowly downstream, the spark of light already spluttering out.

It was strange, perhaps, to want to remember someone who’d done so much harm to her and to the people she loved. But Eleanor had been Joan’s sister once upon a time.

Later in the afternoon—so late that the sun had begun to dip—they all dozed in comfortable silence. Sylvie had warmed to Frankie over the months, and she lay now with her head on Frankie’s back, purring.

“That better not be the last strawberry,” Tom murmured as Joan reached for the almost-empty punnet.

“Too slow,” Joan said.

“You know . . . you still owe the Lius two favors,” Jamie said to her lazily.

“I brought your whole family back to life!” Joan complained. But she passed the strawberry to Jamie, who passed it to Tom, who popped it into his mouth with a smug look at Joan.

“There’s more in the basket,” Ruth said, eyes blissfully closed against the heat of the sun.

As Joan reached for the wicker basket, a gust of air rippled from across the river. It had been warm all week, and the breeze was a pleasant change. She searched for the strawberries for a few moments before it occurred to her that the grass around the basket was still—not a blade was moving in the wind.

It wasn’t a physical sensation, she realized slowly. It was the timeline itself. The first time she’d sensed it in a year.

She turned to the others. None of them seemed to have felt it, but Aaron saw Joan’s reaction. His head tilted in question, and that made Nick turn to them both.

Joan held her breath, feeling the force of the timeline ripple across the river.

For the first time since they’d arrived in this new timeline, she found herself wondering if one day they might all be able to travel again—maybe this time without the heavy cost.

And then her mind drifted further. She imagined a day when even Eleanor might get another chance. Might have the opportunity to be redeemed. Would that ever be possible?

Another breath of wind came then—along with a feeling as clear as words—as if the timeline was answering her question.

Maybe someday.
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