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Prologue
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By morning, the snow had turned to rain—slushy, half-hearted stuff that soaked your socks and made the air feel like it didn’t want to be winter anymore, but hadn’t figured out what else to be.

Max hadn’t said a word in over an hour.

He sat cross-legged on the garage floor, the Star Compass cracked open across both knees like a book only he could read.

He held the Key in one hand. Not spinning. Not glowing. Just metal—cold and still.

I leaned against the workbench and watched him not move.

“You ever going to sleep again?” I asked.

Max didn’t look up. “Something’s off.”

Chloe glanced over. “Off like... dangerous off? Or off like your equations are being fussy again?”

He finally moved—just his hand, setting the Key on the floor between us like it might roll away if left unsupervised.

“I keep running the coordinates,” he said. “But the timelines won’t snap back into alignment.”

“From the Oort Cloud?” I asked. “That’s centuries out.”

“No,” he said. “That was predictable. This isn’t.”

He reached over and tapped the console. A ripple of light ran across the Compass face, revealing a constellation map I didn’t recognize—jagged, asymmetrical. Broken.

“This started two nights ago,” Max murmured. “Right after the Compass and Key locked. Like something in the web got... yanked.”

“Yanked how?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. Just turned the console toward us.

The screen blinked once, scrambled, then went dark.

We stood there a moment, listening to the rain.

Chloe crossed her arms. “What do you think it means?”

Max looked down at the Key, still resting in his palms.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“But I think we’re being pulled.”

I looked at him. “To where?”

Max just shook his head.

Outside, the rain ticked harder against the windows.
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“Seriously, Max?” I said, glancing around.

Lanterns swung over doorways like warning beacons, casting queasy reds and jaundiced yellows across the slick cobblestones. Across the street, two sailors were brawling outside a flophouse—one shirtless, bloodied, and laughing like a lunatic. Somewhere nearby, a woman screamed. Delight or fury—it was impossible to tell.

The air reeked of cigar smoke, salt, and the sour funk of unwashed bodies. Beneath it, a back-alley cocktail of rotgut whiskey, horse piss, and fish guts trickled through the gutters. A beggar in a torn bowler shuffled past, muttering to a ghost only he could see.

Farther down, a crooked sign swung on rusted chains: The Drunken Siren, its letters half-swallowed by soot and sea-blown grime.

Max was staring through the rain-smeared window of a waterfront dive—weather-beaten, with warped shutters and a splintered sign that read: The Crooked Anchor. We were on the Barbary Coast, though the fog made it hard to see anything clearly.

“It’s him. I’m sure of it,” Max whispered.

Chloe peered through the grimy window. “You’re sure sure?”

The man at the bar leaned forward slightly—one hand curled around his glass, the other resting on a closed leather-bound notebook. He was thick through the shoulders, hair dark and cropped close, and sat like someone used to moving in storms—sea legs on dry land.

His coat was worn wool, navy-blue, creased at the elbows. The kind of coat that had seen boats and firelight and bar fights, and maybe the inside of a jail cell. He didn’t fidget—just sat there, eyes on his drink, in no hurry to finish it.

Chloe leaned in. “That’s not what I expected Jack London to look like.”

“What’d you expect?” I asked.

“Less... solid,” she said. “More poetry. He looks like he could go ten rounds with Jack Johnson.”

I groaned. “How could you possibly know who Jack Johnson is?”

She arched an eyebrow. “I have hidden depths,” she replied.

“I’m telling you,” Max said. “That’s Jack London.”

I frowned. “Why would the Compass send us here? What—does he need help writing Call of the Wild?”

Max snorted. “We’re in 1906. That came out in ’03.”

Chloe pulled her coat tighter. “God, 1906 smells like it’s trying to kill me.”

Max grinned. “That’s history you’re smelling.”

“Smells like dead fish and puke,” I muttered.

Chloe said something else, but I didn’t catch it.

Max’s breath clouded the glass. His shoulders eased forward a fraction, eyes fixed on the bar. I knew that posture. He was reading the room the way some men read a map.

Inside The Crooked Anchor, the air hung thick with smoke and sweat. Men hunched over cards and cheap gin, voices raw, laughter edged with violence. A piano stumbled through a tune in the corner, half its keys out of tune. The barkeep leaned on the counter, watching without expression.

London kept his place at the bar, steady and quiet.

Then the current in the room shifted.

Three men pushed back from a table near the rear, chairs scraping across warped planks. They didn’t stumble like the others. Their movements were precise, deliberate. Their coats hung too neat for this crowd, their faces blank in a way that didn’t smell of drink.

Max leaned into the glass, jaw tightening. That was all the warning I got.

He was already moving before Chloe or I had time to react. He shoved through The Crooked Anchor’s door, and we followed close behind, the smoke and heat hitting us like a wall. 

The room pressed in with noise and stink — wet wool, sour liquor, sweat soaked into floorboards. Lamps guttered in their chimneys, throwing crooked shadows across hunched backs and bent heads. Cards slapped the tables. Coins clinked.

The three men reached London. The first clamped a hand on his shoulder, spinning him half around. The second caught his arm. The third drove a fist into his stomach—hard enough that I heard the breath leave him. London folded over the bar, glass toppling, liquor spilling across the wood.

Max saw them—and went straight in. He caught the first man with a shoulder to the ribs, slamming him into a table. Bottles toppled, glass shattered, gin running in thin streams across the boards.

London twisted free—just long enough to drive an elbow into the second man’s jaw. The crack echoed. But the third hooked him around the middle and slammed him into the bar. His drink spilled. The notebook slid to the floor.

I lunged in and swung at the man pinning London, my fist driving into his side. He staggered, eyes meeting mine — glassy, unfocused. No anger. Just emptiness. He shoved me back with both hands, the force sending me into a chair that splintered under my weight.

Chloe was faster. She snatched up the broken chair leg and cracked it hard across another man’s shoulder. The blow should’ve dropped him. He only grunted, turned, and backhanded her hard enough to send her skidding across a table, scattering cards and coins.

Max fought like a man cornered—fists slamming, boots hammering shins. One of the men went down under him, blood flashing from his mouth. Max wheeled toward London, who was still struggling against two sets of hands.

From the back, more figures stepped forward. Three. Four. Hard to tell in the smoke. Their pace was measured, steady, their faces blank as stone.

One reached the front door and slid the bolt home with a heavy thunk.

The rest of the room never moved. Dice still rattled. Someone chuckled low, as if the fight were a private joke. The piano played on, stumbling over wrong notes.

I shoved myself upright, ribs aching. “Max!” I shouted, but the noise swallowed it.

He swung again—wild and desperate. But the largest of them drove a fist straight into his temple. Max sagged, knees buckling, and went down.

London tried to twist free, but a knee slammed into his ribs and folded him. The two holding him hauled him up by the arms. He and Max were dragged toward the back, their boots leaving streaks in the spilled gin.

I tried to cut them off, but another man caught me mid-stride, his palm slamming into my chest. The blow sent me crashing into the bar. Bottles toppled, liquor soaking my sleeve. My vision blurred, stars bursting behind my eyes.

Chloe clawed her way up, coughing, blood at the corner of her mouth. She reached for me, but another figure blocked her path, his face a mask of nothing.

The rear door banged open. Cold air surged in. Horses stamped outside. Lantern light swung wild across the walls.

And then Max and London were gone.

I shoved off the bar, ribs screaming, and staggered toward the rear. Chairs blocked the way. Men in the haze still hunched over cards, dice, drinks. None looked up. None moved.

“Chloe—come on!” I rasped.

She wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand and pushed past me. We shoved through the tangle of tables, boots slipping on liquor-slick planks. The smoke clung thick and acrid until the rear door swung wider ahead of us, banging against the wall.

Cold air hit like a slap as we staggered into the alley. Horses stamped at the far end, breath steaming in the lantern glow. The wagon waited, wheels wet with rain, lantern swinging hard on its bracket.

London came first, dragged by the arms, boots scraping stone. He thrashed once—weak, defiant—before a fist to the ribs folded him. They flung him into the wagon bed. He hit hard and didn’t get up.

Max followed. Blood darkened his temple, streaking his jaw. He sagged between two of them, his legs dragging uselessly. They hauled him up, tossed him in after London, and slammed the tailboard shut.

“Go!” a voice barked.

The driver snapped the reins.

“Yah!”

The horses lunged forward, iron shoes striking sparks off the cobbles. The wagon jolted, wheels clattering, the lantern beam whipping across the alley walls.

“Stop!” I roared, already running. My boots slipped on the wet stones, nearly spilling me to the ground. I caught myself and drove harder, lungs searing. Chloe was right beside me, her breath ragged, her coat dragging at her shoulders as she forced her stride.

The wagon rattled ahead, faster with every jolt of the reins. The horses’ tack jangled, leather creaked, hooves pounding like hammers. Water splashed in sheets where the wheels cut through puddles.

I pushed harder, legs burning. The wagon was close enough that I caught the stink of wet hide, the sour sweat of the horses. For a moment I thought we might close the gap.

Then the wagon lurched over a rut, rocking violently. The lantern swung wide, casting jagged light across the walls—and when it steadied, the
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“I am Captain Torrance,” he
said. His voice was low,
measured, but it carried the
weight of iron. “This is my
ship. You sail under me now.”
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