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To Jarek





EPIGRAPH

Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind

Cannot bear very much reality.

Time past and time future

What might have been and what has been

Point to one end, which is always present.

—T. S. ELIOT, “BURNT NORTON”





CHAPTER 1

SEPTEMBER 5, 1815

Leatherhead, Surrey

WHAT KIND OF MANIAC TRAVELS IN TIME? SOMETHING I WOULD wonder more than once before it was over, but never as urgently as that moment I regained consciousness on the damp ground. Grass tickled the back of my neck; I saw sky and treetops, smelled earth and rot. I had the feeling that follows a faint, or waking up in an unfamiliar bed after a long journey: uncertain not just where I was, but who.

As I lay there, I remembered that my name was Rachel. Body and mind snapped together and I sat up, blinking at my surroundings, which were indistinct and flatly gray scale, and rubbed my eyes. I reviewed known side effects of trips through wormholes: palpitations, arrhythmia, short-term amnesia, mood swings, nausea, syncope, alopecia. Changes in vision had not come up. Maybe this was new to science.

Wind rattled the leaves, counterpoint to a repetitive squeak that might have been some insect long extinct in my own time. I marveled at the 1815 air, moist and dense with smells I had no words for, reminded of the glass-domed habitat re-creations at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, where we used to go on field trips. Once, children, the whole world was like this.

Liam was about a meter away, same distance as in the air lock, but now facedown and ominously still. Arrhythmia can confuse a heart enough to stop it. And then what? Could I really be so unlucky as to lose my colleague at the start of the mission? I’d have to pose as a widow, the only sort of lone woman entitled to any protection and regard here—

“Are you all right?” I demanded; he did not answer. I slid closer and reached out to check his carotid, relieved to find a pulse. His breathing was fast and shallow, skin filmed in cold sweat. Past him, a clump of white trees, name forgotten, glowed in the gloom. My own heart was banging in my chest; I breathed slowly and stared at the white trees.

Birch! And another word came to me: dusk, something barely noticed in my own time, in a life illuminated by electricity. Natural light; we’d learned the vocabulary of that, along with waxing, waning, crescent, gibbous, and the major constellations. I saw again in memory the steel-gray corridors of the Royal Institute for Special Topics in Physics, as the year I’d spent there glided before me like a time-lapse video clip: the dancing and riding practice, the movement and music lessons, the endless reading. Our walk to the air lock, last checks, solemn handshakes with the rest of the Jane Austen Project Team.

I was here. We’d done it.

“Are you all right?” I asked again. Liam groaned but rolled over, sat up, and scanned our surroundings of field, birch, and hedgerow. The portal location had been chosen well; nobody was here.

“It’s dusk,” I explained. “That’s why it all looks like this.” He turned toward me, dark eyebrows arching in a question. “In case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.” His words came slowly, voice soft. “But thanks.”

I looked at him sideways, trying to decide if he was being sarcastic, and hoped so. In our time together at the institute preparing for the mission, something about Liam had always eluded me. He was too reserved; you never knew about people like that.

I stood, light-headed, straightened my bonnet, and took a few stiff steps, brushing dirt and grass off my dress, conscious of the swish of all my layers, the slab of banknotes beneath my corset.

Liam lifted his head, sniffing. He unfolded himself, rising to his feet with a surprising grace—in my experience tall men shamble—stretched his arms, repositioned his frizzy doctor’s wig, looked to the right, and froze. “Is that what I think it is?”

My eyes adjusting, I saw a road: a lane wide as a wagon, forking a little way off. And in the Y of the fork, a gibbet: a man-size iron frame, like a sinister birdcage, holding something that—“Oh.”

“So they really were everywhere,” he said. “Or we are just lucky.”

Now identifying one component of what I’d been smelling, I stared in dismay at the corpse, which seemed to gaze back at me, blank-socketed. Not freshly putrefying, not a husk, but in between, though in this light it was hard to say for sure. Maybe he’d been a highwayman; the people here displayed condemned men near the scenes of their crimes, as warnings to others. And maybe we would end up like him, if things went wrong.

I had forgotten to breathe, but the reek lingered in my nose. I’d been around dead people ever since medical school; I’d autopsied them, but not like this. On one occasion, though, during my volunteer stint in Mongolia, someone had been misidentified and had to be exhumed—

With that, I gagged and bent over, clutching my throat, seized by dry heaves. When they’d passed, I dried my eyes and straightened to find Liam peering down at me, brow furrowed.

“Are you all right?” His long hands, pale at the ends of the dark sleeves of his coat, lifted and fluttered in the fading light, like he was about to touch me but didn’t know where. Shoulder? Elbow? Forearm? What’s the least intimate part of your opposite-sex co-worker to grab if she’s in distress? Unable to decide, he brought his hands back down to his sides; despite the horror of the cadaver, this was funny.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just great. Let’s get out of here.” We had both turned away from the gibbet. I’m not superstitious, but I hoped our way to the inn wouldn’t lead past it. “North. If the sun set over there”—the horizon seemed brighter in one area—“then it must be that way.”

“Well, yes, because there’s Venus, right?”

“Venus?”

“That bright object in the west?”

I repressed annoyance at not having noticed this myself. “Yes, exactly!”

We turned away, took a few steps, and then Liam stopped and whirled around.

“Mother of god. The portal marker.”

I cursed under my breath as I turned too. Could we almost have forgotten something so important? Two disturbances in the grass could only have been the outlines of our two bodies. Liam took the metal marker from an inside pocket of his coat and pushed it as far as it would go into the earth right between them, blue spiral top barely visible. “Spectronanometer?” he asked.

I fumbled for my device, which hung on a silver chain around my neck and resembled a blob of amber, and squeezed. It vibrated to life and beeped to signal proximity to the marker. As I pinched it off, I was shaking. The portal was precise, in time frame and geopositioning; we would never have found it again by chance. Liam had fished his spectronanometer out of another pocket–it resembled a small snuffbox, one that didn’t open—and stood pressing it. Nothing happened. He muttered, shook it, and tried again.

“Here.” I took the little silver object from him, positioned it in my hand, and tightened my grip slowly. It vibrated and beeped; I squeezed it off again and handed it back. “They’re temperamental.”

“Evidently.”

It was growing darker and colder; time to get moving. Yet we stood in silence at this spot, last link with where we’d come from. How much would happen before we stood here again, assuming we ever made it back?

“Come on,” I said at last. “Let’s go.”

AS WE STARTED DOWN THE ROAD, LIAM’S STRIDE WAS LONGER AND I began to fall behind, though I’m normally a fast walker. Until now, indoors was the only place I’d worn my half boots, handmade products of the Costume Team. The soles were so thin I felt the gravel under my feet. And then, the intensity of everything: the smells of grass and soil, a far-off cry of an owl, it had to be an owl. The entire world seemed humming with life, a shimmering web of biomass.

The Swan loomed as a whitewashed brick building outlined by flickering lamps along its facade, with an arched passageway into a courtyard and stables beyond. As we drew closer I heard men’s voices, a horse’s whinny, a dog’s bark. Fear swooped up my spine like vertigo. I stopped walking. I can’t do this. I must do this.

Liam had stopped too. He shook himself and took a few long, audible breaths. Then he seized my elbow with an unexpectedly strong grip and propelled us toward the door under the wooden sign of a swan.

“Remember, let me do the talking,” he said. “Men do, here.”

And we were inside.

IT WAS WARMER BUT DIM, A TIMBERED CEILING, AIR THICK WITH smoke, flickering light from not enough candles, and a large fireplace. A knot of men stood by the fire, while others sat at tables with bread and mugs of beer, platters of beef, ham, fowl, and other less identifiable foods.

“Look at all that meat,” I whispered. “Amazing.”

“Shh, don’t stare.”

“Do you see anyone who looks like they work here?”

“Shh!”

And he was upon us: a small man in a boxy suit, a dirty apron, and a scowl, wiping his hands on a dirty rag as he looked us up and down. “Are ye just come, then? Has someone seen to your horses, have they now?”

“Our friends set us down from their barouche a bit hence.” Liam had thrown his shoulders back and loomed over the man. “We are in want of rooms for the night, and a coach to town in the morning.” His inflection had changed, even his voice: a haughty lengthening of vowels, a nasal, higher-pitched tone. We’d done lots of improvisational work in Preparation, yet he’d never given me this eerie sense I had now, of his becoming an entirely different person.

“A barouche?” the man repeated. “I’ve seen no such equipage pass.”

“Had it passed here, they would have set us down at the door.”

This logic seemed sound, but the man surveyed us again, frown deepening. “À pied, is it?” It took me a moment to work out what he meant; nothing could have sounded less like French. “And not so much as a bag between the both of ye? Nay, we’ve no rooms.” A party of the three men nearest—rusty black suits, wigs askew—had stopped eating to observe us. “You could sup before you continue on your way.” He waved a hand at the room behind. “Show us the blunt first, though.”

Was our offense the presumed poverty of showing up without horses, or was something else wrong with our manners, our clothing, us? And if the first person we met saw it, what were our odds of survival here, let alone success? Liam had gone so pale, swaying a bit, that I feared he might faint, a known time-travel side effect.

Fear made me reckless. “William!” I whined, pulling on Liam’s sleeve and bracing myself under his elbow to shore him up. His eyes widened as he looked down at me; I heard his intake of breath. I went on in a stage whisper without a glance at the man, and if my mouth was dry, my accent was perfection: “I told you, Papa said this was a shocking inn. But if it has no rooms, perhaps it has horses. ’Tis moonlight! A chaise and four, or two, and we will be there by dawn. I said I would visit Lady Selden the instant we got to town, and that was to be last week, only you never can say no to Sir Thomas and his tedious gout.”

Liam looked from me to the man and drawled: “My sister’s word is law, sir. Should there be coach and horses, I would be happy to show the blunt, and to see what I hope will be the last of this inn.” He produced a golden coin, one of our authentic late-eighteenth-century guineas, flipping it into the air and catching it.

I held my breath. What if the inn had no horses in shape to go, no spare carriages? It happened, animals and vehicles being in constant transit from one coaching inn to another. And now we were robbery targets, with Liam waving around gold.

The man looked from me to Liam; his eyes returned to me. I raised my gaze to the ceiling with what I hoped was an expression of blasé contempt.

“I’ll have a word in the yard, sir. Would you and the lady take a seat?”

IT WAS COLDER, THE WAXING GIBBOUS MOON UP, BEFORE WE WERE in the post chaise, which was tiny and painted yellow, smelling of the damp straw that lined its floor as well as of mildew and horse. We’d drunk musty red wine and picked at a meat pie with a sinister leathery texture as we sat in a corner of the room, feeling the weight of eyes upon us and not daring to believe, until a porter came to lead us to it, that there was actually going to be a chaise.

Our postilion swung himself onto one of the horses, and a large man wearing two pistols and a brass horn gave us a nod and climbed into the boot at the back. He had cost extra, nearly doubling the price of the journey—but it was no night to encounter highwaymen.

“You were good back there,” Liam said in his usual voice, so quiet I had to lean in to hear him as we creaked out from the yard. One seat, facing forward, was wide enough for three slender people. Drafty windows gave a view of the lanterns on each side, the road to London ahead of us, and the two horses’ muscular rumps. “Fast thinking. I know I told you not to talk, but—”

“A hopeless request. You know me better than that by now.”

He made a sound between a cough and a laugh and said after a pause, “So you really never acted? I mean, before this?”

I thought of the unscripted workshops we’d done together in Preparation: imagining meeting Henry Austen for the first time, say, or buying a bonnet. “Why would I have?”

We were bumping down the road, moon visible above the black tree shapes, the world beyond the lanterns’ glow spookily monochrome and depthless to the eye, but rich with smells. The Project Team’s guidance had been for us to spend the first night near the portal site, in Leatherhead, recovering from the time shift before braving town. Materializing in London, dense with buildings and life, was risky. Traveling by night was risky too, but here we were. I wondered what else would not go according to plan.

I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG I WAS ASLEEP, BUT I WOKE UP SHIVERING. Liam was slumped with his head against the window, wig slid sideways, snoring. I pulled my shawl tighter around myself, coveting his waistcoat, neckcloth, and cutaway jacket—a light weight, but wool—and Hessian boots, the tall kind with tassels.

I had lots of layers too, but they lacked the heft of menswear: a chemise, then a small fortune in coins, forged banknotes, and letters of credit in a pouch wrapped around my torso, topped by a corset, a petticoat, a frock, and a shawl, a synthetic re-creation of a Kashmir paisley. I had a thin lace fichu around my shoulders, over-the-knee knitted cotton stockings, dainty faux-kid gloves, and a straw bonnet, but no underpants; they would not catch on until later in the century.

The darkness was becoming less dark. I stared out; when did countryside turn urban? We had pored over old maps, paintings, and engravings; detailed flyover projections in 3-D had illuminated the wall screens of the institute. Yet no amount of study could have prepared me for this: the smell of coal smoke and vegetation, the creaking carriage, the hoofbeats of the horses like my own heartbeat. And something else, like energy, as if London were an alien planet, its gravitational field pulling me in.

Anything could happen to a person in Regency London: you could be killed by a runaway carriage, get cholera, lose a fortune on a wager or your virtue in an unwise elopement. Less dangerously, we hoped to find a place to live in a fashionable neighborhood and establish ourselves as wealthy newcomers in need of guidance, friends, and lucrative investments—all with the aim of insinuating ourselves into the life of Henry Austen, gregarious London banker and favorite brother of Jane. And through him, and the events we knew were waiting for them both this autumn, to find our way to her.

I eased next to Liam, the only warm object in the cold carriage, my relief at getting away from the Swan curdling to anxiety about everything that lay ahead. Queasy as I was from the bumping carriage, with the stink of horse and mildew in my nose, with the gibbet and the meat pie and the innkeeper’s rudeness still vivid, the Jane Austen Project no longer seemed amazing. What I’d wanted so badly stretched like a prison sentence: wretched hygiene, endless pretending, physical danger. What had I been thinking?

THE ROYAL INSTITUTE FOR SPECIAL TOPICS IN PHYSICS WAS NOTHING anyone like me would know about; I was far out of its Old British ambit of analysts and scientists and spies. I learned of it by accident, in Mongolia, in bed.

Norman Ng, though a conscientious colleague and all-round mensch, was indiscreet. He liked having secrets, but never kept them, as I should have understood before I’d started sleeping with him and found I’d become the subject of salacious gossip among our whole aid team. Though this might not have stopped me; Mongolia was dark and cold and grim after the earthquake, the worst place I’d ever signed on for. Or the best, if your aim was to relieve human suffering; there was no shortage.

Late one night, peacefully postcoital, Norman told me about a friend of his from school, one Dr. Ping, now at a little-known government research center in East Anglia.

“You’re trying to tell me that Old Britain—No, that’s crazy. You made that up.”

“They have mastered practical time travel,” he said again. The wind howled; the yurt poles creaked. “Rachel, they are far ahead. People don’t understand this, but they will. When they see the results, we will all clamor to be Old British, even more than now. The Chinese will forgive the Opium Wars. The Americans—But you guys apologized already for independence, I forgot.” Norman was Old British, with his Cambridge degree and elite ancestors who’d come from Hong Kong just before the Chinese takeover at the end of the twentieth century, but it suited him to play the outsider.

“It’s mind-boggling. It’s impossible.”

“You know about the Prometheus Server?”

I yawned; I’d been up since dawn. “Tremendous energy source, supercomputers, whatever.” More of what our world was already full of, in short.

“You sound so casual! An order of magnitude beyond earlier technology! With enough energy, and enough data, you can calculate anything. Including wormholes, and probability fields, and simulate every possible scenario. And once you can do that—”

“Okay, let’s just pretend this is true. What have they done with this fabulous ability?”

“Research.”

He said it so portentously that I laughed. “Can you be more specific?”

“I don’t know what all the missions have involved.” I couldn’t see his face in the darkness, but his tone seemed affronted. “I’ll tell you, though, there’s one being planned—this is what made me think of it. I don’t know the details, but it involves Jane Austen. She’s important somehow, to history, I don’t know why—”

“Because she’s a genius,” I interrupted; Norman knew how I felt about Jane Austen. Everyone did.

“And because of Eva Farmer. You know who she is, right?” The name was familiar, but I could not immediately connect it to anything. “One of the inventors of the Prometheus Server? Apparently also a huge Jane Austen fan. She’s on the board at the institute, and she’s . . . I don’t know exactly. She’s huge. She’s taken a personal interest in the Jane Austen thing.” I rolled over on my side, closer to Norman. I was still having trouble believing, but I was interested. “And there’s a medical component. They’ll need a doctor.”

At this, I said nothing for a long while, just listened to the wind and the creaky posts and the sound of my own breath. Something had shifted inside of me: an icy shiver, a portent like a cold finger on my clavicle.

“Norman,” I said at last. “You’ll give me an introduction to your friend?” The Old British were big on introductions; one did not just show up, self-sponsored, to anything. But the world ran by their rules now.

RHYTHMIC BUMP OF CARRIAGE, CRUNCH OF GRAVEL, TATTOO OF hoofbeats, smell of night, sleep. When I awoke, I saw the sun just up—dawn—and what could only be the Thames, a ribbon of silver dotted with boats, a bridge ahead. On the other side, the pastoral persisted: we swept past an orchard, a flock of sheep, a big brick house with a circular drive. Then houses began to cluster thicker, streets to narrow, people to multiply. The dusty air was filling with human voices and the rumble of cargo wagons that clotted the road, along with ragged pedestrians staggering under their various burdens: a heap of cloth, a load of coal, half a pig.

What kind of a maniac travels in time? I was thirty-three the year I went to 1815, single and childless, a volunteer after humanitarian disasters in Peru, Haiti, and most recently Mongolia. Between these, I worked in the emergency department at Bellevue Hospital in New York and liked vacations that involved trekking through mountains or swimming in very cold water, in corners of the earth where such things were still possible. Love of adventure might seem an odd mix with devotion to the wit and subtlety of Jane Austen, but together they are me. What Norman had revealed that night—Jane Austen, time travel—was nothing less than what I had been waiting for my whole life. Unknowingly, of course, because who could imagine such a crazy thing?

“We’re here,” Liam whispered; I had not noticed he was awake. “It’s real. Unbelievable.”

Now, buildings that I recognized; we were passing Hyde Park, heading down Piccadilly, and there was too much to take in. We pulled into a big square with a fenced-in equestrian statue and our destination, the Golden Cross inn. We’d barely stopped before a man in livery was asking what he could do for us; before we were hurried up a flight of steps, down a dim corridor, and into a private coffee room with a view of the square. Hot water for washing, effusive promises that someone would shave Liam in a bit, and finally breakfast.

THE COFFEE CAME IN A TALL SILVER-PLATED POT, ITS SMELL REVIVING my optimism about life in 1815. And it tasted even better: hot, espresso-strong, vanquishing the road dust in my throat. I wrapped my hands around the cup and shivered with pleasure.

Liam picked up a roll and sniffed it. He took a bite. “Hmm.” Another.

I tried one. It was like nothing I had ever tasted, and I chewed slowly, poised between analysis and sensual delight: still warm, with a pleasantly elastic texture, tangy aroma, and hint of salt.

Suppressing a groan of ecstasy, I said: “Maybe we just landed on a good inn. And lucky, because who knows how long it will take to find a place to live.” As I thought of this challenge, and all the others, my bread-and-coffee-fueled euphoria faltered. “Hard to know where to start.”

I meant this as a general comment, but Liam said: “I’m thinking, with clothing. It will take time.” He brushed some schmutz off his sleeve. “Tricky to pose as a gentleman when you’ve only one shirt.”

“Our guidance is to go to a bank first. It’s more important.” Until we deposited our fake money, we had to wear it. “The Project Team was clear on that.”

“But we have freedom to improvise, to respond to unexpected developments. Like you did when there were no rooms at the Swan.”

“How is deciding you feel like going to a tailor instead of a bank an unexpected development? And anyway, you can’t be measured for clothing with all that money on you.”

He stood and took off his coat. “Some of it’s sewed into the shoulders here—but this, sure they will notice.” He was unbuttoning his waistcoat, lifting his shirt, reaching under and back, offering a glimpse of taut, pale, and lightly furred midsection. I dropped my gaze just in time as he turned and tossed a belt like mine on the table: silky fabric, tiny zippers, heavy and thick with its rag-paper contents. “Do you mind? You can add it to yours, just for now. A mantua maker isn’t going to measure you around the middle.” This was true. The construction of 1815 dresses brought the waist way up, to just below the bustline, with everything below loose and floaty.

“I can’t possibly fit this much more under my corset.”

There was a pause before he said: “Just today, till we visit a tailor.”

“I’m not sure why you think it’s such a great idea to deviate from the mission plan on this. Walking around wearing our entire fortune makes me nervous.”

Liam, after tucking and buttoning, adjusting and smoothing, returned to the table and sat, resting his head on one hand. His long face was ruggedly unhandsome, with too much chin, a habitually gloomy expression, and a slightly crooked nose. He’d been some kind of actor before going into academia—part of why he’d been selected for the mission—but his looks could not have propelled his career. Only the eyes, maybe: I allowed he had beautiful eyes, finely shaped, a luminous blue, now fixed on my face.

“Me too. But so does visiting a bank. I’m not ready to face one today, Rachel. My clothes might be wrong, my timing’s off, I need a bath.”

I was silent. Liam had always been chillingly formal during Preparation: polite, giving away nothing. This might have been the most revealing admission he’d ever made, and I was divided between sneaking sympathy and reluctance to strap more money onto myself as he continued:

“The hardest thing we do, at least till we meet Jane Austen, assuming we ever manage that. Not a single thing can make a bank doubtful. If they find us out as forgers, we’ll be sent to New South Wales in chains. Or hanged.” He added in a whisper, “And we are forgers.”

A little more time before taking on a bank might not be such a bad idea. I looked down at the table, at the money belt, and rehearsed the series of steps needed to conceal it on myself. Undressing would be easier with help, yet I hesitated to ask. But did undue modesty give the moment an importance it did not deserve, like I was trying too hard to pretend we belonged to 1815? As I puzzled over this, a knock at the door solved my problem: “Barber here, sir; if you’ll step down the hall I’ll be pleased to shave ye.”

Liam stood up, eyes still on me. “You’ll manage? Lock the door.” And he was gone.

The frock was easy: I could reach the three buttons in the back and ease it over my head. I squirmed out of the petticoat and undid my corset: front and back panels of quilted linen stiffened with whalebone, compressing and shoving my breasts upward for an unfortunate shelf effect and keeping my spine rigid. So I could dress myself in the early days before I had a ladies’ maid, the Costume Team had made me a front-lacing model. Over my chemise, my money belt circled my rib cage. I added Liam’s below and put the corset back on. To make room, I laced looser, but found the petticoat’s unforgiving bodice no longer fit over my less-compressed breasts. I heaved a deep sigh, last one for now, and laced myself up again, tight this time.

OUTSIDE THE INN, WE STOOD BLINKING IN THE DUSTY AIR. IF HALF of London had been awake when we arrived, now the other half was up too, making as much noise as possible.

A line of hackney coaches waited nearby. Also several chairmen in grimy suits, arms folded, next to their sedan chairs. These were little boxes one sat in, to be carried on springy poles by two men, one front and one back.

“Shall we walk?” Liam asked. I envied his rosy, just-shaven gleam. I had washed my face and hands, but still smelled like the inside of the chaise. “We can look at things better.”

I agreed this was a good idea, looked the wrong way, and stepped into the street. Liam grabbed my arm and jerked me back from a black blur and a rush of horse-scented air, as a high-set carriage and a standing man in gleaming pale pants and boots as black and shining as his horse flashed past.

An actual Regency buck! Then it hit me I could have died. I imagined compound fracture, amputation, blood and sawdust, the reek of gangrene in a dim room. I would be buried here in 1815—under a cross, my just deserts for posing as a Gentile—and later Liam would go visit my heartbroken mother and describe my last hours. She was used to my risk-taking life, though she had never accepted it.

You could die anywhere, anytime; why did this seem so much worse? I looked at Liam; the color had drained from his face.

He had let go of me, but now extended an elbow. I hesitated, staring down at his dark sleeve, then stepped in closer and tucked one gloved hand under his arm, feeling silly but safer.

Thanks to disaster zones and emergency medicine, I know chaos, yet I had never seen anything like this. The intersection of Charing Cross and the Strand was terrifying, and we stood there agape, as I began to understand why people took sedan chairs.

In the raking light of morning, the dust was visible: particles of coal smoke and dried horse manure, shards of brick and iron and paint and porcelain and leather. It softened the shadows of the stony buildings, swirled in the air, and rose from the torrent of passing vehicles: hay cart, mail coach, curricle. Ragged men courted death dodging between them, while hawkers sidled, crying out their wares in a singsong patter: flowers, beer, snails, milk, sheet music of the latest ballads. The air smelled of baking bread and rotting food and coal fires and unwashed bodies. It echoed with the clatter of iron wheels on cobblestones and the shouts of the hawkers, the overlapping vibrations of lives compressed in one place. The boom of a nearby church bell drowned out all other sounds for the count of nine.

A sailor with a parrot on his shoulder, hurrying with his head down, bumped into us and broke stride to apologize, revealing a mouthful of mossy teeth, while the parrot, jostled, spread iridescent green wings with an outraged flutter. Pushed together by the sailor, we stood close and then, at a break in traffic, seized the moment to dash through the gap, hands clasped. Across the street I leaned against the cold wall of the nearest building. I kept my head low, black spots before my eyes, the roar of the city fading in and out with my pulse.

“Are you all right?” Liam shouted in my ear. I nodded.

A lady in a sedan chair passed, trailed by a tiny African servant, child or Pygmy, followed by a man, naked, dirty, and wrapped in a blanket, screaming about the Last Judgment. So many beggars I lost count, including one-legged Army veterans in uniform and a man without arms, who wore a basket for alms around his neck and held out his stumps mournfully as Liam and I exchanged a look of horror and I dropped a coin in the basket. At corners, old-looking little boys with scraps of brooms walked backward in front of us, sweeping horse manure out of our way and pausing, thrusting out a hand.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone was in costume, as if we had assembled for a grimly realistic Regency-themed Halloween party. There was a dairymaid yoked with milk pails; a manservant from a wealthy house in blue livery, white stockings to the knee, and a powdered wig; a flour-dusted baker with a basket of loaves.

THE FABRIC EMPORIUM OF GRAFTON HOUSE WAS AN OASIS OF CALM. Curved windows to the street and a skylight above illuminated the interior, stuffed with rolls of cloth artfully unfurling over the wooden counters. We got in line, watching as shoppers fingered cloth and traded gossip; as shop attendants barked orders to each other and inclined their heads to the customers. The two just ahead of us were having trouble reaching consensus, and I edged closer to listen, hoping for clues to proper shopping conduct and fascinated by this glimpse into the lives of others.

“I do not know if Clarissa will like this,” the older woman was saying. “She is so changed since her marriage, I hardly dare guess what she likes anymore.”

“She can hardly dislike a good-quality muslin, Mamma.”

“Do you not fear the stripes will strike her too frivolous?”

“They are tasteful stripes. Very discreet. One can barely see them,” the younger woman said, then, adjusting her tone for the man waiting on them: “Seven yards of this one.” She continued: “And if she does not like it, she will say, and I shall use it myself.”

“She will not say. She does not confide in me as she did before her marriage.” Her daughter gave a faint sigh, and turned the discussion to ribbon.

An assistant had materialized and was asking Liam something.

“No, we shall need that, as well as a great deal else,” he said, in a tone nearly as pompous as the one he had used at the Swan, and the man began unrolling varieties of linen. It was a commodity, bought in bulk for the shirts and sheets that were sewn at home, chiefly by the ladies of the house, even in wealthy families. Liam deliberated before he chose the most expensive one, and was congratulated by the clerk on his discernment, as I watched in silence, amused by his new persona of textile-savvy dandy, taken aback at being left out. After a lengthy discussion about the best materials for waistcoats, jackets, and pants, a formidable heap of cloth had accumulated on the counter and we could turn to my fabric needs. I quickly chose a dress’s worth each of eight kinds of muslin, happy to be doing, not watching.

We arranged to have most of our purchases delivered to our inn, keeping some with us so we could get started on having people sew. The clerk, who had been totaling everything on a long sheet of paper, looked up. “And how would you pay for that, sir? Are you running an account with us already, or would you start one?”

I had been so caught up in the task that I had forgotten to be afraid, but suddenly I was. Liam hesitated and pulled a few banknotes from an inner pocket of his coat, peeled off one, and passed it across the counter. It was ten pounds, drawable on the Bank of Scotland. My heart was pounding as the clerk held it up to the light, moistened his thumb and tried to smear the ink in a corner of the note, fingered the paper, then nodded at Liam—“One moment—” and disappeared through a door into a back room.

The Project Team was confident its forgery was too skillful to be detected: relatively small sums spread over many banks, with meticulous attention to ink, paper, and surviving examples of real banknotes. But we had trusted the Artifact Fabricators with our lives in a way I had not fully appreciated until this moment. I looked up at Liam, who was watching the door where the clerk had gone. Expression blank, he might have been anyone waiting for his change.

As the minutes stretched out, sweat trickled down between my breasts and came to rest on the money belt. “If he doesn’t come back, I’m making a run for it,” I whispered. Where would I go? Could I even get out of this store? It was more crowded now, and we were crushed up against the counter. I smelled tobacco and unwashed hair.

“Do not even think such thoughts,” Liam breathed, adding audibly: “Remember, we have to ask about tailors when he comes back.”

The man returned, not to have us arrested, but to apologize; there had been trouble finding change. To write down, on a torn-off piece of the brown paper used to wrap packages, information about tailors. The one specializing in jackets was famous: on St. James’s Street, patronized by Beau Brummell himself, who had risen from obscure origins to become the arbiter of male fashion, essentially inventing Regency menswear. Another tailor, almost as renowned, specialized in pants, and then several mantua makers for me.

“What about shirts?” I asked. “Can any of these people make a shirt? I do not sew fast enough.”

The clerk glanced at me, scratched his head, and wrote something else.

BY THE TIME WE WERE BACK AT THE GOLDEN CROSS, THE LAMPLIGHTERS were at work. We had visited the shirt tailor, the pants tailor, the jacket tailor, and a mantua maker. We’d bought stockings, hats, shoes, gloves, and two trunks to hold it all; quills, ink, paper, tooth-cleaning sticks made of marshmallow root, and a first edition of Mansfield Park, passing several five-pound notes from the Bank of Ireland.

In my bedroom, I noticed that all the coins in my reticule, a sort of handbag, were gone, though I had tied the string tightly and kept it close, or so I’d thought. It was less than one pound, but the loss was jarring. I tried to console myself by supposing that my pickpocket needed the money more than I did, but this led to a worse thought: What if his getting it altered history?

The institute’s guidance was that we were to interact as little as possible with anyone but our target subjects, for fear of significantly disrupting the probability field, possibly influencing macrohistoric events in unforeseeable and damaging ways. Yet the McCauley-Madhavan theory had established that the field could survive some disruption—our mission would have been impossible otherwise. Of the previous thirty-six missions to the past, twenty-seven teams had returned more or less unscathed, while six had required some memory modification, and three had never come back. So far, no one had changed history in an important way. But our mission was unprecedented in how close it would require getting to the people we’d come to find.

“You must resist the temptation of involvement,” I remembered Dr. Ping, the Project Team leader, saying. “It is a seductive age, despite its many disgusting aspects.” Yet could we resist involvement and still—what? Have money stolen? Patronize a shirt-making tailor who looked on the verge of starvation? Maybe we’d saved his life today, with Liam’s order of twenty-one shirts.

I studied my dress in the dim light and decided to take it off. We’d been nearly back when a passing wagon went through a nearby puddle, sending a clot of mud onto the lower section of my dress and through it to my petticoat, as well as onto Liam’s boots. All I could do was rinse that part in my wash water and hope for the best.

The inn had given us a sitting room adjacent to our two bedrooms. I checked that the hall was clear before hurrying out in corset and chemise, thinking as my hand touched the doorknob that I could have grabbed my shawl as well, but I didn’t go back for it. The prospect of appearing before my colleague in underwear had given me pause only that morning, but now I was too tired to care; had I not routinely worked out in the institute’s gym wearing less? And I saw my earlier concern for what it was: the affectation of an 1815 attitude, a self-indulgence in going native, or imagining I had. I would have to watch out for that.

“What a day, huh?” I surveyed the offerings on a table by the hearth where a coal fire burned: a slab of meat pie, a chunk of boiled meat, boiled cabbage accompanied by boiled potatoes, and a boiled pudding thing draped in bacon. And wine, fortunately.

Liam was by the window, looking out; we had a view of a dim alleyway. His boots were gone—he must have sent them for cleaning—and his coat off. He had removed his neckcloth and wig, and seemed to have just dipped his head in his washbasin.

“Here,” I said, handing him his money belt. Taking it, he shot a glance at my outfit. And a second one before he averted his eyes, saying nothing but turning pink, sitting down at the table and resting his head in his hands.

“Are you all right?” I asked, remorseful. We had to work in close quarters for a long time; I needed to be careful about boundaries, respectful of other people’s taboos. Many of the Old British were prudes, another revival of their Victorian glory days.

He lifted his head and poured us wine. “It was quite a day, but—maybe we’ll get used to it. Would you like some of this? No saying which animal, but thoroughly boiled.”

Our own world was vegan from necessity, food the product of technology, not nature. You could synthesize something like meat, but it was unpopular, part of the lost world before the Die-off, that era of chaos and selfish mistakes no one wanted to remember. We had eaten it, though, as part of Preparation, to get used to it.

I took a bite of the boiled pudding thing, which was soft yet unyielding, and chewed and chewed, willing myself to swallow; the faux meat of Preparation was nothing like this. My knife felt heavy and cold; my fork had the dullness of pewter and only two tines. But I attacked the food with determination. And wine.

As we ate in silence, I revisited the day’s events, their intensity softened by firelight, quiet, and alcohol. “That was smart, to start spending banknotes. A test. If one aroused suspicion, we could have pretended to be victims of fraud ourselves. Which would be much harder in a bank, with a couple thousand.” I poked the boiled thing with my fork: what made it so springy? “And you were wonderfully calm.” Liam shook his head. “You were nervous?”

“You weren’t?”

“You never showed it.”

“If you showed everything you felt,” he said, and paused, chewing and chewing the same piece of food, finally spitting out a chunk of gristle and depositing it on his plate, “it wouldn’t be the world of Jane Austen, would it?”

“Very true.” I raised my tiny wineglass in homage to this notion, drained it, and poured us each more. “But you were an actor before, right? That must help. You never said much about that.” He’d never said much at all about himself; this was a good time to learn more, before we would be surrounded by servants and in character at all times. “What’s your favorite Shakespeare play? What sort of actor were you?”

Liam looked wary. “The usual sort, who couldn’t find work.”

“But you went to drama school?”

“I did.”

“In London?”

“In London.”

I paused, stymied. “And did you enjoy it?”

“Mostly.” He blushed again and ventured, “More fun than medical school, I imagine.”

“I enjoyed medical school.”

“Fair play to you, then.”

“But I would have enjoyed studying drama too. It fascinates me. I don’t see the big dichotomy between art and science people seem to insist on. Why can’t you love both?”

“No reason.” He leaned back in his chair and tilted his long head at me, rolling his empty glass in his hands. “Is it how you ended up in this? Love of literature?”

“Yeah, short version. Love of Jane Austen.”

“She is a wonder.” We considered this, and Liam went on in a lower tone, “And to think she’s alive. Now! And that we might meet her and—God willing and we don’t wreck it—”

“We won’t.”

“You sound very sure of yourself.”

“I didn’t go through all this to fail.” Liam said nothing. I served us each a piece of the meat pie, hoping it would be better than the one at the Swan. How could it be worse?

“What’s the long version?”

“What?”

“You said—” He was looking down at the table. “And so—”

“I had an in, thanks to someone I knew—I mean, I might not have been the most obvious choice, being American and all—but I was the best, and in the end they had the sense to see that. Unrivaled Jane Austen nerd, used to practicing medicine in primitive conditions, proven audacity, whatever.” I paused. “And you?”

“No proven audacity, no.”

“How did you—?”

“I got lucky.”

False modesty annoys me. Liam had written a biography of Beau Brummell’s valet that proved he had a graceful prose style and a sly wit, at least on the page. He went on: “Herbert Briand was my professor. My mentor, really.” I must have looked puzzled. “He found the letter.”

“Oh, right.” After all surviving letters of Jane Austen should have surfaced, the annotated volume of them in its eleventh edition, another had turned up in a long-removed-from-circulation copy of Ivanhoe in library storage in Croydon. Written in 1815 to Jane Austen’s friend Anne Sharpe, the letter was explosive. A novel supposedly started and abandoned around 1804, decades later published in a fragment titled “The Watsons,” had, in fact, been completed. In the letter, Jane Austen explains why she won’t publish it and plans to destroy it. Too personal, she says; too dark. “He encouraged you to apply?”

“He made it possible.”

“I’m sure your own merits had some role. But it was generous of him. You’d think he’d want to go himself.”

“He’s an old man; not well.”

“Nice of him to back you, though. It will be huge for your career, right?” Time travel was secret; if we succeeded in returning with “The Watsons,” the institute would concoct a narrative of a scholarly discovery. It would be a big deal, for the Old British revered Jane Austen and considered her short life and small output a tragedy not unlike the destruction of the library at Alexandria.

“It would be the making of me,” Liam said in a tone so solemn I suppressed a laugh. “Life can start, you know, after that.”

“I think life’s started already.” I waved a hand around the room. “This is crazy, right here, 1815. If this isn’t life, what is?” My earlier dismay was gone; I was burning for things to get started. To meet her, to know. The Jane Austen Project was going to be amazing. I shivered despite the fire; it was also going to be cold.

“You’re right. I misspoke.”

“But you meant something by it. Perhaps you can be the one to prepare the manuscript for publication?” I refilled our glasses. “Imagine. Reading her handwriting! Her cross-outs, her substitutions!”

“That would be something.” He sounded as if the idea had never occurred to him. Yet I knew he’d gone to Oxford sometime after drama school; his book had been long-listed for some prize; his mentor had backed him for the project. And there was something else too, but the memory glided away. I crossed my arms over my chest to conserve heat.

“Is that what’s driving you?” I realized I was slightly drunker than was ideal. But here was a mystery, and now a good time to unravel it. “Worldly ambition? Academic renown?”

Liam looked at me. “Do you want my coat? Aren’t you cold?”

Since I was, I accepted the oversize garment, turning back the sleeves in search of my hands. There was a pause, during which I hoped he would not comment on how short I was, and he didn’t, before I said: “I was trying to clean my dress. The mud.”

“My surmise was correct.”

“Not part of my plan to go through 1815 partly clad.” I’d hoped for a laugh, but he merely nodded.

I raised my glass. “To the mission.”

“To Jane Austen.”

“To ‘The Watsons.’”

Our glasses met. A gust of air from the open window swirled through the room, making the fire flicker and throw shadows, and I shivered again. I had a sense of being there and yet not, as if I were watching the scene from far away, as if time had stuttered and stopped and gone on, like a momentary disruption in a heart’s rhythm. Sometimes I see us there still, all innocence and ignorance, everything before us.





CHAPTER 2

SEPTEMBER 23

33 Hill Street, London

SURPRISINGLY SOON, THE STRANGENESS OF 1815 BEGAN TO FEEL normal. With the help of newspaper ads, a house agent, and ready money, we had a suitable house—fully furnished, indoor privy, fashionable West End address—on a six-month lease. We’d hired three servants, commissioned more clothes, and started the scary work of depositing the fake money. But there was so much to do, and no time to lose.

Routines were established; habits began to form. I would meet Mrs. Smith, our cook-housekeeper, downstairs daily to review menus, plan the shopping, and go over accounts. A stout woman with mild dark eyes and smallpox scars, she had a gentle way of explaining even things that must have seemed very obvious to her.

One morning, though, she threw me a new challenge as soon as I sat down in her dim little room down the hall from the kitchen. “Grace tells me, miss, the drawing room chimney is smoking.”

“Is it? I suppose she knows.” Grace was the maidservant.

“Have you not noticed?” I had no idea. Coal smoke was one more thing the house smelled like, along with the beeswax candles, the turpentine and vinegar as cleaning products, the lavender that scented my bedsheets. “When you met the house agent, did he say when these chimneys had been cleaned last? I think the fire in the kitchen is not drawing as it should either.”

“We have to clean them?” I thought of Oliver Twist, and the scene where little Oliver narrowly escapes becoming a climbing boy.

Mrs. Smith blinked slowly, her way of repressing amazement at how little I knew. The institute’s solution to our having no family, friends, or acquaintances—in an England where the gentry all seemed to know each other or be within a few degrees of separation—was to make us orphaned siblings, the children of a Jamaica planter. It was not an ideal biography, but it could explain away a lot, like ignorance about chimneys.

“At your order, miss, I will send Mr. Jencks to find a sweep.” I must have still looked confused, for she added, “At this hour, they are in the streets, crying out their trade.”

“But tell him to get only one who uses brushes. Not one with a boy.”

She blinked. “Brushes?”

“Some have special brushes with long handles that go all the way into the chimney.”

“I’ve not heard of such a thing.”

“Even so, they exist.” I was feeling surer of this. “Make a point of it when you speak with Jencks.” I talked to Jencks, the manservant, as little as possible myself; my dealings with him were always unpleasant. “He doesn’t like me,” I had complained to Liam. “Whenever I ask him to do something, he sneers at me and finds a reason it’s impossible.” Liam had looked skeptical; Jencks was always fawningly polite to him.

I WAS THINKING ABOUT JENCKS, AND ABOUT THE AWKWARD NECESSITY of having servants at all, later in Green Park; a morning walk was another routine we’d established, a time to discuss things without fear of being overheard. That day, though, we hadn’t been talking much, just walking in brisk silence down an alley of plane trees. It was sunny but cold, with a subtle change in the slant of light suggesting autumn. A gust of wind had caught falling leaves and was swirling them in the air above us.

“It’s time I wrote to Henry Austen,” Liam said, apropos of nothing. “Don’t you think?”

I looked at him in amazement. “Uh, yeah.”

It was what I’d been urging him to do almost since we’d arrived in 1815, certainly since we’d taken the house on Hill Street and had a fancy address to write from. Liam had kept putting me off, saying that we needed more research. We’d take long walks in the parks or along fashionable shopping streets, go to art exhibits or to the theater, obsessed with studying how the gentry behaved and carried themselves, the words they used and how they pronounced them.

I empathized, in a way. We had one chance to make a good impression on Henry Austen; failure meant losing our best opportunity to meet his sister. In another way, it was making me crazy: there was no time to lose, and Liam was exasperatingly in charge of this part, just by being male. I could not write to Henry Austen.

“Good, then.” Liam gave me a nod, and only then did it strike me how nervous he must be about this step. Afraid, even.

But there was no time to waste on fear. By mid-October, Jane Austen would be in London with Henry, and events we needed to be involved in would be unfolding; it was like trying to ride a wave, and we were already late.

“It’ll be okay. You can do this,” I told him. I wondered if he actually could.

WE’D JUST GOTTEN BACK IN THE HOUSE WHEN WE HEARD A SCREAM and a crash. Glancing at each other, we followed the sound up the stairs and into the drawing room to its source: a black cloth hanging in front of the hearth, a bare human foot sticking out. Behind the cloth, I found a little boy, motionless and filthy, and knelt down for a closer look. His breathing was rapid and shallow; he stank of soot. I shook his shoulder.

“Can you hear me?”

His eyes opened and looked into mine. The irises were a warm brown, the whites a startling contrast with his soot-blackened face. “Can you hear me?” I asked again. He nodded and tried to move, but I held him still. “Can you feel that?” I squeezed one foot, then the other. “And that?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said in a strangled tone, and coughed wetly.

“Can you wiggle your toes for me? What about your fingers?”

He could. I felt his vertebrae through his rags, finding no sign of a spinal injury.

I sat back on my heels and studied him, then pulled the bell cord by the mantel. But Jencks was already in the doorway, looking astounded. “Could we have some tea?”

He smirked. “How can there be hot water, with the chimney sweep here, and no fires?”

“I’m starting to see what you mean about him,” muttered Liam, who had come behind me without my noticing, then went on, louder: “Jencks! Make it porter. Bring us half a pint. If we’ve none, go out for some.”

“Yes, sir.” And he was gone.

The boy had sat up and was rubbing his eyes with his dirty hands.

“Stop that,” I said, my tone sterner than I’d intended. He froze, and I held out my handkerchief. “Here, use this. You don’t want more soot in your eyes. They will just feel worse.”

But he just stared at the cloth. I made my voice even gentler as I went on: “You can get it dirty. I have more. Does your head hurt?”

“Neh.”

“What is your name?”

“Tom.” It was hardly a breath.

I stood up. “I am Miss Ravenswood. Will you come to the kitchen with me, Tom? Perhaps we can wash you off.” I held out my hand, and he surprised me by taking it. When he stood, scattering black dust, he was barely past my waist, and I felt something twist in my heart.

I FOUND MRS. SMITH IN THE STRANGELY COOL KITCHEN, INVENTORYING spices; Grace, polishing silver.

“I asked for a sweep who did not use a climbing boy.” Both women turned shocked glances from Tom to me and back to Tom.

“Miss, I passed on your instructions.”

“You can light the fire. We are not cleaning any more chimneys today.” Tom’s hand transmitted a tiny shudder to mine. “Grace, I will need hot water for a bath.”

Her eyes were still on Tom. “I’ll bring the tub up to your room?”

A bath was a production, involving a theoretically portable copper tub and many buckets of hot water. “No, leave it in the laundry. It is for Tom here. I think he will feel better once he has a wash and something to eat.”

A sound made us turn to see a man who was evidently the senior chimney sweep. Small and wiry, in a fustian suit made for someone larger, he could have been between twenty and sixty; only in comparison to his employee did he look clean.

“What’s this?” he growled as his gaze found Tom. He brushed past Liam, stepped into the kitchen, and lunged for the boy, who dodged behind me with a cry. “What’s this, now?” As he drew closer, I raised a hand to stop him.

“Here is the problem,” I began. Everyone’s eyes were on me, and I wasn’t sure what to say. Jencks appeared in the doorway next to Liam, tankard in hand, frown on his face. “Your boy has had a fall, Mr.—What is your name?”

“Brown,” he rasped.

“Your boy had a fall, Brown, and needs time to recover. Since it occurred on our property, I feel . . . We will let him rest here. We will pay you the agreed amount, but we will not need your services further today.” Or ever, I added silently.

No one spoke, and I thought this might work. “Thank you, Jencks. Can you pay him and show him out?” I held my hands out for his tankard of porter.

Jencks ignored my gesture and looked at Liam. “Sir?” he said. “The job is not done, you understand.”

“Pay him and show him out,” Liam said in the bored tone he affected with the servants, taking the porter from Jencks.

Brown darted behind me and grabbed Tom’s elbow. He whimpered, then let out a cry as Brown twisted his arm, hissing something indistinct but menacing.

“Let go of him!” I said.

“I’m na leaving without the lad.” He gave Tom a shake. “Come, then, look lively.” Tom’s head was down. His expression was unreadable, since his face was covered with soot, but his posture was naked misery, one arm awkwardly extended in Brown’s grip, the rest of him curled in on himself, as if trying to be as small as possible, or to not exist at all.

“You have no choice,” I snapped. “Just go. Jencks—”

“I paid five quid for this
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