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Chapter One


“Don’t you slow down!” the coach shouted. One of the boys had turned up late, and now the whole football team was suffering for it. From the fence line, Joan watched them stumble past in yet another lap. Most of the boys were gasping, but at the front of the pack, Nick’s pace was steady, as if he could have kept this up for days.


Go home, Joan told herself. She’d been weak today. She’d walked down here after school, hoping for a glimpse of him. Well, now she’d had it, and as always it felt like a punch to the gut. He doesn’t remember you. He doesn’t know you anymore.


“All right!” the coach shouted. “I think you’ve had enough.”


There were groans of relief, and the boys staggered to a stop. Some dropped to the ground, exhausted. Others grasped their knees, trying to catch their breath. Still a few strides ahead, Nick slowed to a jog, and then turned to walk back to his teammates.


He glanced idly towards the fence. Joan’s heart stuttered as his gaze skated over and beyond her without interest or recognition.


“Nick!” one of the boys panted from the ground. “You gotta keep up, mate. Team captain can’t be trailing behind us all the time.”


Nick laughed and went over to help the boy up. “Need a hand, Jameson?”


“I need a defibrillator,” the boy grumbled. But he gripped Nick’s offered hand and struggled up.


Joan’s breath caught at Nick’s unguarded smile. He’d always been so solemn when she’d known him. He’d had the world on his shoulders. It occurred to Joan now that she didn’t know him anymore either—not this Nick.


She felt that familiar pang of longing for the boy who wasn’t here. She suppressed it ruthlessly. That Nick was gone, and she shouldn’t want him back. This was Nick as he should have been. A guy with an ordinary life.


Go home, she told herself again. And this time, she hefted her schoolbag higher and turned away from the fence.


 


It was mid-November, and the trees were nearly bare. Cold cut through Joan’s trousers as she walked across the empty school grounds. After hours, the whole place had an abandoned quality. The teachers’ parking lot was desolate—all concrete and patchy weeds. Joan made her way through it, past the library, and down to the back field.


Joan’s phone buzzed: a message from Dad. Nearly home? I made pineapple tarts. A photo arrived. Flaky pastries cooling on a rack. Look professional huh!


He’d been checking in on Joan a lot lately; he knew something was wrong. “You seem really quiet,” he’d said to her last night. “Everything okay at school? With your friends?”


Sometimes, Joan wished she could just tell him the truth.


Gran died, Dad. They all died. Gran and Aunt Ada and Uncle Gus and Bertie.


But she couldn’t tell him that. Because they hadn’t died. Only Joan remembered that night. Only she remembered Gran’s last desperate moments, and the thick warmth of Gran’s blood, the metallic smell of it. Joan had pressed against the wound, trying to hold Gran’s body together, and Gran’s breaths had rattled, further and further apart until they’d stopped.


Joan breathed in now, letting the cold air catch in her lungs. None of that had happened, she reminded herself. Gran and the rest of the Hunts were in London—just an hour away by train. They were fine.


Joan messaged Dad back. Looks great! Be home soon. Then she shoved her hands into her pockets. It was getting colder. Above, the sky was heavy with darkening clouds. There was a storm coming.


She fought the wind as she crossed the field. Her hair whipped around her face, and her blue blazer billowed. She shouldn’t have stayed back for that glimpse of Nick. Seeing him—being unseen by him—had thrown her back into that first shock of being in the world without him. There was no place or time she could go to find him. He was gone.


Lightning flashed and the air sharpened. Joan walked faster, absently counting the seconds. One one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand . . . Thunder rolled at the count of five. The storm was maybe fifteen minutes away. She shrugged out of her blazer and shoved it into her bag. She didn’t mind the rain, but she only had the one school blazer, and she didn’t fancy wearing it again tomorrow, damp.


She was near the gate when the next flash of lightning came. One one-thousand, two—


A familiar voice sounded behind her, startling her. “Excuse me, I have—” The rest of his words were drowned out by thunder. Joan’s heartbeat sounded even louder in her ears. Nick.


It wasn’t him, she told herself. She was just hearing what she wanted to hear.


But when she turned, it was Nick, alone on the field with her, his pace easy and smooth, as familiar as his voice. His dark hair was cut differently now—swept over his brow—but his eyes were just as they’d always been, as sincere and honest as an old-fashioned hero, the kind who rescued cats from trees and people from burning buildings.


For a moment, Joan could almost imagine it really was him—her Nick, with all his memories intact, coming after her because he’d remembered her. Her feelings were a tangled skein of trepidation, fear, and a horrible hope.


He stopped, just out of arm’s reach. Joan hadn’t been this close to him since the night in the library when they’d kissed. That night, the other Nick’s existence had ended. No, she corrected herself. That night she’d ended him. She’d chosen her family over him. Monsters over the hero.


Whatever was on her face, it made Nick’s expression change to apology. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you!” He held out her phone. “I saw you drop this back there.”


Joan searched his face. Now that he was closer, she couldn’t fool herself. He was looking right at her, and there was no recognition in his eyes at all. This version of him even held himself differently. The other Nick had carried himself with a certain dangerous tension: the understanding that he might have to fight and kill. This Nick’s stance was open and untrained. Joan should have felt relieved, she knew, but she was hit with an ache of grief like a physical wound.


She accepted the phone from him, trying not to feel anything when his fingers brushed hers. “Thank you,” she heard herself say.


Nick smiled, small and so familiar that Joan could hardly bear it. “I’m always losing mine,” he said.


“Really?” Joan was surprised into asking. He’d always been careful with details. She’d never known him to lose anything.


“Well—” Nick’s smile warmed into something more relaxed than Joan had ever seen on him. “Really, my little brothers are always stealing it.”


“Brothers?” Joan echoed. She heard the wonder in her own voice. His brothers were alive. Joan had known it, but somehow hearing him say it felt like a miracle. The Nick she’d known had been tortured over and over, his whole family murdered in front of him. Joan had seen the recordings. She’d never forget them—not one second of them. All those bodies on the kitchen floor.


“Brothers and sisters,” Nick said, still smiling. “Six of us, if you can believe it.” And Joan heard an echo of that other Nick telling her, with shadows in his eyes: Three brothers and two sisters. My brothers and I all slept in the TV room until I was seven.


“Big family,” Joan said. They’d had this conversation before, alone in a house in London, curled up next to each other as darkness had fallen.


Lightning illuminated the field. It shook Joan out of herself, and she was horrified to realize that she’d been about to talk about herself too. I’m an only child, but I have a big extended family. What was she thinking? A minute alone with him, and she’d forgotten herself.


She made herself start walking again and felt a twinge of disquiet when Nick fell into easy step beside her. It was too comfortable, a worn groove from a different lifetime.


“I think I’ve seen you around,” Nick said, and Joan looked at him surprised. “You’re in the year below me, right?” he said.


“Yeah,” Joan managed, trying to ignore the warm glow it gave her. He’d noticed her. She’d thought— Well, it didn’t matter what she’d thought. There couldn’t be anything between them—not this time, and not last time. Not ever.


Nick ducked his head, shyly. “I’m still pretty new at this school.”


This time, Joan didn’t trust her voice. She’d never forget her first day back at school after the terrible summer, when her body had still been telling her that she was on the run. She’d jumped at every raised voice, every slam of a locker door. Sitting in her stuffy little classrooms, with their single exits, had been close to unbearable.


That first day, she’d walked up the school corridor with her friend Margie.


Holy shit, Margie had said. Have you seen that new guy?


New guy? Joan had asked.


So hot, Margie had said. And not just normal hot. I mean proper Hollywood hot.


And then they’d turned the corner, and there he’d been. Nick. In their school uniform. Tall and square-jawed and perfect. And Joan hadn’t known whether she wanted to run towards him or the other way.


Now, a few months later in November, he was already about fifteen rungs more popular at school than Joan had ever been. Nick Ward, the football captain after two months. The hottest guy in school. The smartest guy in school. Most of Joan’s year had a hopeless crush on him.


“Do you have far to go?” Nick said now. Joan shook her head. She was just a few streets from home. He smiled then—the smile that made half the school weak at the knees. “I’m just here.” He pointed at one of the houses across the road.


Oh. So, this was it then. Remember this, Joan told herself. Because there wouldn’t be any more conversations like this. She couldn’t let this happen again.


Nick’s dark hair was falling over his eyes. There was a stray leaf on his collar—a red rowan leaf, the last of the season. Joan let herself wonder just one more time. Nick, don’t you remember who you are?


“You have a leaf—” She gestured at her own neck.


“Oh no, really?” He laughed. A flush climbed his throat. “Not very smooth.” He brushed at his collar. “Gone?”


It was still there, hooked to the shoulder of his green and gray football jersey. Joan shook her head. “Can I?” She tried not to notice how his flush deepened. He nodded.


Joan reached up. Her own breath hitched, and she could tell that he’d registered it. His eyes darkened. She half expected him to stop her—to catch her wrist. But he didn’t flinch, not even when she brushed her knuckles against the back of his neck, just touching the soft bristles at his nape.


“Gone?” he asked. His voice deepened, like just before he’d kissed her.


Joan made herself smile back at him. “Yeah,” she said. She snagged the leaf and took her hand away, very careful not to take any life from him. “All gone.”


He was gone. He was really gone. Joan felt empty, suddenly. And so lonely. She was the only one who remembered him as he’d once been. A boy who could walk unarmed into a room full of monsters and have them flee in fear. A boy who’d protected humans from the predators among them. Not even he remembered.


He didn’t even know that monsters existed anymore.


There was still a tinge of red along Nick’s cheekbones. Joan told herself that it was from the cold. “Maybe I’ll see you around?” he said.


Joan was rescued from answering by shouts from the house. Two kids came bounding across the road—two miniature Nicks, a boy and girl of about six. They had Nick’s dark hair and dark eyes. The boy had thick black-rimmed glasses that made him look like a tiny professor.


Nick jumped to meet them, corralling them onto the pavement. “Hey, hey!” he said to them. “What do we do when we cross the road? We wait, don’t we? We wait and we look both ways!” He tucked them close, an arm around each of them.


Another girl came hurrying after the kids. She was older than Nick. Maybe nineteen. “Careful!” she said to them, echoing Nick. “Be careful now!” She had lighter brown hair than the other three, and her northern accent was more pronounced than Nick’s.


“We’re helping Mary make chicken!” the boy announced to Nick.


“Robbie dropped it!” the girl said. “On the floor!”


The boy scowled at her behind rain-speckled glasses. “You weren’t supposed to say!” he said. He turned to the older girl: Mary. “She licked the skin! The raw skin!”


Mary sighed. “Come on,” she said. “Holding hands this time.” She held out her own hand. Unexpectedly, she threw a wry smile at Joan. “Hi!” she said. “Sorry to interrupt your chat.”


“Hi.” Joan made herself smile back.


Mary turned her attention back to the children, beckoning them, and Joan’s eyes caught on her ring. It was plain black with no shine. Joan had seen it before. Nick had worn it on a chain, tucked under his shirt. Joan had never known it had belonged to his sister.


“See you at school?” Nick said to Joan. He’d taken the little boy’s hand.


Joan nodded. Mary. Robbie. The little girl must be Alice. Nick had talked about them—just a bit. Joan hadn’t known it at the time, but he’d been grieving their loss for as long as she’d known him.


She had a flash again of the kitchen in the videos. Of all three of them—Mary, Robbie and Alice—lying still and dead. And Nick . . . Joan’s heart clenched at the way he was smiling down at the little ones now. He’d shoved a knife into their killer’s neck, face contorted with misery and horror. Joan would never forget the sound he’d made.


Joan couldn’t hold the smile. “See you,” she managed. She turned fast.


She walked up the steep slope of the hill, pushing herself until the physical exertion overrode the tightness in her chest. Gusts of wind stirred up sticks and stray leaves. Heavy drops of rain began to fall. The wind carried fragments of conversation up the hill.


“—that pretty girl?” That was Nick’s older sister, her tone teasing and fond.


“Mary!” Nick said, sounding so much like an embarrassed younger brother that Joan found herself almost smiling for real.


High laughs and shrieks from the kids, and then Joan was too far away to hear anything more. Safely out of sight, she squeezed her eyes shut.


She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was okay, she told herself. She shouldn’t have spoken to him, but it wouldn’t happen again. She’d make sure of that. And the stuff she was feeling right now—she could handle it. Heavy rain hit her face like tears. She could handle this. She’d been handling it.


She was back here in the real world. No monster-slayers. No monsters. Just her normal life at home. And that was how it would be from now on.


 


“I’m home!” she called to Dad. She was hit with warmth and sweet pastry smells: butter and pineapple jam and ginger.


“Hi!” Dad called from the kitchen. As Joan kicked off her shoes, he emerged with a plate of pineapple tarts. “I’ve already eaten five!” he said. He saw her then and frowned. “Where’s your blazer?”


Joan slid her shoes under the rack with the side of her foot and grabbed a tart from the plate. “Didn’t want it all rained on.” She bit into the pastry, cupping her free hand underneath to catch flaky crumbs as she followed Dad to the kitchen.


“It’s supposed to be rained on,” Dad said. “It’s supposed to stop you from being rained on.”


“This is really good,” Joan said with her mouth full. “Oh my God! How many did you make?” she added as she saw the kitchen. There were dozens of tarts cooling on racks—on the stove, on the bench, on top of the fridge.


“You give some to your friends!” Dad said. “And we’ll take some tomorrow!”


“Tomorrow?” Joan said. “What’s happening—” She stopped. There was a sticky note on the kitchen bench, in Dad’s handwriting. Hunt family dinner 6pm. The jam turned sour at the back of Joan’s throat. “What’s that?”


“Hmm? Oh. Your Gran phoned this afternoon.”


“She did?”


“She’s invited us to dinner tomorrow.” Dad rummaged in the drawer. “Down in London with the whole Hunt family.”


Joan’s stomach tightened. She hadn’t spoken to any of the Hunts since she’d come home. Her cousin Ruth had messaged her a few times.


 


Hey, if you ever want to talk about the whole being-a-monster thing, we can do that.


Even if you don’t want to talk about it, we should. You might think you can shut it out, but you can’t.


 


Joan had told herself she’d reply, but weeks and now months had passed, and Ruth’s messages were still unanswered.


“I got the feeling that your Gran wanted to talk to you about something,” Dad added.


“About what?” Joan said.


“Oh, you know your Gran,” Dad said, sounding distracted. “She doesn’t like to say much on the phone. There you are!” He produced a pair of black oven mitts from the drawer.


Joan found herself remembering a different kitchen—Gran’s kitchen in London, cocoa bubbling on the stove. Joan had had a strange encounter with Gran’s neighbor. He’d pushed her into a wall one morning, and then night had abruptly fallen.


Joan had run back to Gran’s place, terrified. He did something to me, she’d told Gran.


Gran’s green eyes had been luminous in the low kitchen light. He didn’t do something to you, she’d told Joan. You did something to him. She’d leaned close. You’re a monster, Joan.


Two months ago, Joan had learned what the rest of the Hunts had always known. Her Mum’s side of the family were monsters: real monsters. They stole life from humans. They used that life to travel in time.


Now, in Joan’s own kitchen, there was a slight stirring as if from a breeze, although nothing in the room moved. Dad didn’t react. Joan had felt it with her monster sense. The wave came again, rippling through the world without actually disturbing anything.


Sometimes, the timeline seemed like a living thing—a creature with a will of its own. Tonight, Joan perceived it as a natural force, as if the storm itself had come inside.


Dad closed the oven door with his elbow. “So tomorrow night?”


You might think you can shut it out, but you can’t. Joan folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m working tomorrow.”


“Don’t you finish up at four?”


“I’ve got an essay.”


“Can you do that on Sunday?” Dad asked. “The thing is, your Gran reminded me . . .” He hesitated. “Tomorrow is the fifteenth anniversary of your Mum’s death. I think your Gran wants to spend some time with you.” He looked down at his oven mitts. “I should have remembered it was a special day,” he said. “I suppose you and I always celebrate your Mum’s birthday instead.”


A familiar pressure of emotion started, trying to be felt. Joan shoved it down. She hadn’t expected Dad to say that. Dad talked about Mum all the time, but Gran never talked about her.


“Is that okay with you?” Dad said. When Joan didn’t answer immediately, he said softer: “Joan, are you okay?”


He’d been asking that question in different ways for weeks. You seem so quiet lately. Is anything going on? Have you had a fight with your friends?


Joan tried out the truth in her head.


I found out that I’m a monster, Dad. The Hunt side of the family are all monsters.


Or another truth.


The boy I loved was a monster-slayer. He killed Gran and the rest of the family. But I unmade him. I unraveled his life. And now the Hunts are alive again. But they don’t remember.


He doesn’t remember me.


The hollow grief of it hit her again. She couldn’t tell Dad any of it. He wouldn’t believe her. She didn’t want him to believe her. She wanted him safe, here at home, far away from the world of monsters.


“I’m fine,” she said. She tried to make it sound real. “Just. You know. Stuff.”


Dad searched her face. “What stuff?”


“Normal stuff.” Joan needed to keep the emotion out of her voice. “Nothing stuff. Everyone’s stressed about school this year—you know that.”


“Joan—”


“You don’t have to keep asking, Dad. I’m really fine!” It came out frustrated. Joan pressed her lips shut. She didn’t want to fight about it. She didn’t want to tell Dad more lies than she already had.


In the silence, the wind rattled the windows. Dad’s sigh was barely audible over it.


Joan looked past the kitchen’s open-plan arch to the photos on the living room wall. Joan and Dad. Joan as a baby. Mum. The three of them together in a park, Mum and Dad holding Joan’s hands. As a kid Joan had stared at those photos for hours, trying to match her own features to Mum’s. Joan had always looked more like Dad than Mum. More Chinese than European.


“You remind me so much of her,” Dad said. He’d followed her gaze. “More and more every day. She’d have been so proud of you.”


That pressure of emotion again. There were things about Mum that Joan really didn’t want to think about. Mum had died when Joan was a baby. Her death had always been a fact—one that Joan had learned before anything else, before she’d learned to count or read. An immutable fact. A foundational fact of her life.


“Gran never talks about her,” Joan pushed out. “Like never. Don’t you think that’s weird?”


Dad was silent, his eyes still on the photos. “I didn’t understand that either for a long time,” he said. “But . . . Your Gran and Mum didn’t always get on. They had an argument just before your Mum died. I think your Gran felt very guilty about that. I think she blamed herself for your Mum’s death in some strange way.” He took off the oven mitts. Mum must have bought those ones. All the dark stuff in the house was hers; Dad preferred bright colors.


“I think this dinner is a big step for your Gran.” Behind his glasses, Dad’s eyes were wet.


He wanted to go to this dinner, Joan realized. He wanted to see the Hunts tomorrow. He wanted to remember Mum with Mum’s family on this anniversary.


Joan took a deep breath. “We’ll both go together?” she said. Dad would be at this dinner, she reminded herself. The Hunts wouldn’t be able to talk about monster things in front of him.


“Of course,” Dad said. “It’s a family thing.”


“A family thing,” Joan echoed. Not a dinner with monsters, but a dinner with Mum’s family and Dad. “Right,” she said. “A family dinner.” And after their dinner, Joan and Dad would go home to their normal lives. It wasn’t like Joan would be pulled back into the monster world.










Chapter Two


It was a hot morning, but the path to Holland House was cool in the shifting shade of trees. Joan could hear the sounds of the garden already: kids laughing, peacocks cawing, the booming voices of the tour guides.


She emerged onto the lush lawn. It wasn’t even noon, but the place was already packed. It seemed that everyone had had the same idea: to take advantage of the good weather at the park. Costumed guides led groups of tourists toward the maze. Kids kicked up water in the shallows of the pond.


Beyond them, glints of glass reflected the morning sun. Holland House was always beautiful, but this was its best time of day. The red-brick facade glowed.


Joan was struck with a pang of grief out of nowhere. It didn’t look like this anymore, she remembered suddenly.


It had burned.


She woke with a start.


Light showed through cracks in her bedroom blinds. Outside, it was still raining heavily, a relentless roar. Joan tried to slow her breathing. In her memory, Holland House had been one of London’s most popular tourist attractions; people had visited from all over the world.


In this timeline, it lay in ruins. People didn’t even remember its name.


Joan rubbed her eyes. The dream had been so vivid that this actual rainy morning seemed surreal. She glanced at the clock. Still pretty early. She had a vague feeling that something difficult was happening later today. A math exam? No, it was Saturday.


Then she remembered. She was seeing the Hunts tonight. I got the feeling that your Gran wanted to talk to you about something, Dad had said. Joan’s empty stomach turned over. What was Gran going to say? Joan half wished that she could step back into that dream—go back to that sunny day, so far from here, to that long-gone house.


Too late, she registered that she’d veered into dangerous emotional territory.


The morning light dimmed, as if night were falling again. The patter of rain muted. Even Joan’s own growing panic felt far away from where she was. She had a flash of Aaron touching her, his gray eyes alarmed. Hey, stay with me.


Still half-asleep, Joan fought to ground herself in the present moment, as Aaron had taught her. She focused on the details of her physical surroundings. The sound of rain. Shadows of striped morning light on the wall. The rough embroidery of her quilt. She clawed back each sense, one by one. It felt like forever before morning dawned again, and the rain rose back to a roar. Joan’s next breath was a choke of relief. She sat up and gripped her knees. I’m here, she told herself. I’m here and I don’t want to be anywhere else.


These fade-outs were getting worse, she knew. She’d done her best to stop them. Her bedroom walls had once been covered with old maps and illustrations of ancient places, but now they were bare. She’d dropped history at school. She’d tried to remove everything from her life that might trigger her desire to travel in time.


She remembered Aaron’s words. You nearly died. You tried to travel without taking time first.


She should have told Gran about this problem weeks ago, she knew. She shouldn’t have been avoiding the Hunts for so long. Tonight, she told herself. She’d tell Gran tonight.


She forced herself from her warm bed. The floorboards were cold, even through her socks, and the chill helped to ground her. She found her work uniform and pulled it on. Then she went to brush her teeth.


In the kitchen, Dad was working on his laptop, specs on, phone to his ear. Tupperware boxes of pineapple tarts were stacked up beside him, labeled in his neat handwriting. The Hunts, one of them said.


He pressed mute as Joan headed past him for the front door. “Aren’t you having breakfast?”


Joan scrubbed a hand over her face. Controlling the fade-out had taken longer than she’d wanted. “Slept in,” she said. “I’ll grab something at the bakery.”


“We should eat more fruit,” Dad said, a bit absently. Joan could tell the client was saying something to him on the phone. He called to Joan as she left. “Have a good day!”


 


Joan worked every Wednesday evening and all day Saturday at an old-fashioned cake shop with a window full of scones and fondant fancies. Inside, the owner had packed ten tables into the small space between the counter and the door, and all day long, people scraped their chairs back and forth on the wooden floorboards to allow servers and other customers to pass.


Joan barely had time to think between spooning thick cream into ramekins for scones and cutting slices of Victoria sponge. It was 11am and then 1.45pm and then 2.30pm.


By 3.30pm, most of the cakes were gone, and the bakery was empty except for Joan and her friend Margie, behind the counter. Joan wiped off the chalkboard and wrote: 50% off everything.


“Have we sold any of these meringues?” Margie said. She held one up—a blobby white thing with a dip in the middle. “What even is this?”


“Maybe a snowman?” Joan suggested. It was November. “Like a festive thing?”


Margie took a bite, and her expression turned thoughtful. “Huh.” She offered the rest of it to Joan, stretching over the counter.


Joan had picked up a tray to clear the tables, and so she leaned to take a bite from Margie’s hand. Meringue crumbled in her mouth, an airy candy cane. She raised her eyebrows.


“Right?” Margie popped the rest into her own mouth. “They’re good. Why aren’t they selling?”


“Maybe they need faces.”


“Maybe little arms,” Margie said. “Little chocolate arms . . .” She held out her own arms, hands starred to demonstrate, and Joan grinned. “You started that English essay yet?” Margie asked.


“You haven’t?” Joan was surprised. Margie was so organized that she kept a calendar for their whole friendship group. If Joan wanted to know when Chris was free, she’d ask Margie, not Chris.


“I can’t even look at it!” Margie said. “Remember how nice Mrs. Shah was last year? What’s going on with her? She’s the worst now.”


Joan paused, laden tray in hand, not sure if she’d heard right. “How nice she was last year?”


“Guess she prefers teaching history to English.”


“Mrs. Shah taught us history last year?”


Margie gave her a funny look. “Why are you saying it like it’s a question?”


It was one of those unsettling moments when Joan’s memory didn’t align with other people’s. Joan’s history teacher last year had been Mr. Larch, a short man with a booming laugh that bellowed from his whole chest.


Joan went into the kitchen to stack the dishwasher. It was a big industrial thing that Margie called Robocop because the top half had a thin visor-like screen, and the bottom half opened up like a mouth. When she closed Robocop again, there was a dark mark at the edge of its silver door—the size and shape of Joan’s thumbprint. She rubbed it idly and was surprised to find that it was rough like a burn mark.


Her mind, though, was on Mr. Larch. When had she last seen him? He was usually on uniform duty, standing at the school gate to call out people wearing trainers or the wrong socks. But he hadn’t been there in months.


“Hey, where’s Mr. Larch these days?” she called over her shoulder to Margie. “He on holiday or what?”


“Who?” Margie called back.


“Mr. Larch from school,” Joan said, but when she came back out, Margie looked blank.


“Who’s Mr. Larch?”


Margie used to do impressions of Mr. Larch all the time. “You know,” Joan said. “Big glasses. Always banging on about uniforms.” She mimicked: “What color are those shoes, Margie Channing!”


“What are you banging on about?” Margie said, her smile half amused, half confused. “There’s a Mr. Larch Reading Garden behind the library. Is that what you mean?”


Joan felt a curl of unease. There was nothing behind the library—just a big weedy stretch of ground up to the fence. When had she last gone back there, though? Not in the last few months. Not since she’d returned after the summer.


“That’s not your guy, though,” Margie said. “It’s dedicated to some teacher who died ten years ago—way before our time.”


“That’s not him,” Joan agreed. Mr. Larch was definitely alive. He was short and loud and kind. When Joan had struggled with the order of prime ministers, he’d made up a song on the spot for her. The tune still got in Joan’s head sometimes. Then John Major took the stage, and—


Margie popped another meringue into her mouth. “I’m going to hand-sell the hell out of these,” she said with her mouth full. “I’m not letting them go off the menu.” She grabbed the tongs. “Hey, you doing anything tonight? We could get those essays over early.”


“Tonight?” Joan echoed. She’d noticed things wrong with this timeline—big things, like the destruction of Holland House. Small things, like Nick going to her school now. But . . . No. Mr. Larch wasn’t dead. He was just teaching somewhere else. For sure.


“Dad’s making that pasta you like with the tomato and mint.”


“Yeah,” Joan said absently. “Sounds good. Oh wait.” Her heart sank. “I’m having dinner with my Gran tonight. Dad and I are going down to London.”


“Why are you making that face?” Margie squashed her mouth. “I thought you loved going there.”


“I do, but—” Joan stopped as Margie gripped her arm painfully. “What’s wrong?” Joan said, and then she realized that Margie’s face was pink with excitement.


Margie nodded at the window. “Is that who I think it is?” she hissed.


Outside, a familiar muscled figure examined the display cakes, black T-shirt riding up as he bent. Joan swallowed. It was Nick.


Margie grabbed for her phone. “Is he coming into the shop? No. Yes. He’s—”


Nick walked around to the bakery door and pushed it open. Behind the counter, Joan’s phone lit up. A message from Margie.


 


Stop everything nick ward just walked in


 


Then one from their friend Chris:


 


in where?? In the bakery???


Margie: he looks SO good


Chris: NO IM SO JEALOUS


 


A rush of emotions hit Joan. She’d promised herself that yesterday was an aberration—that she’d stay away from him. But here he was, and some stupid part of her was glad of it. Standing here, in Joan’s ordinary world, he seemed larger than life. The school football star. The hottest guy in school.


Hollywood hot, Margie had said about him. He was classically handsome: with soft dark hair and a square jaw. He could have been the lead in a movie: the hero. It seemed absurd suddenly that any version of him had ever been into Joan, let alone that they’d been soulmates in a kind of way.


Nick’s gaze swept over them, and his face lit up. It took Joan a second to understand that he was smiling like that because he’d seen her.


“Hi,” he said. The hi encompassed Margie and Joan both, but his eyes returned to Joan as if he were compelled. “Did your phone survive the adventure?”


Joan could see Margie at the edge of her vision, staring at her, and she felt strangely on display. She nodded, and his smile warmed.


Joan’s phone lit up again. Another message from Margie—just from her to Joan.


 


Since when do you know nick ward??


 


Joan shook her head. Please don’t say anything, she willed Margie. She needed to get Nick out of here. “You came in at the right time,” she said to him out loud. “Everything’s fifty per cent off for the end of the day.”


“I did come at the right time,” Nick said, still smiling, and then he reddened, as if he hadn’t meant to say it aloud.


Joan’s whole body felt too warm suddenly, like she’d been standing in the sun. In her peripheral vision, Margie’s smile was turning Cheshire Cat.


Joan’s phone lit up again. She glanced down, expecting another message from Margie, but to her surprise, it was an incoming call from Gran.


Joan hesitated. She should answer it, she knew. But . . . She was at work. She’d see Gran in a couple of hours anyway. She hit the red decline button.


“Well, that’s me done,” Margie announced. “Going to take this lot to the charity.”


“What?” Joan said. Margie had only boxed up the meringues. And she and Margie always took the leftovers down together. “But we haven’t—”


“Back in ten.” Margie was already slipping the loop of her apron over her head. She turned her back to Nick, and gave Joan an exaggerated wink.


“Margie,” Joan said. All she needed to say was: There’s more to box up. Margie wouldn’t question it; she’d stay. Joan opened her mouth but no words came out. Her face felt like it was on fire. Margie’s grin widened. You’re welcome, she mouthed. And then she was walking out of the shop.


Nick met Joan’s eyes, and Joan was suddenly aware of his size: how he’d hunched a bit to make himself less imposing. He bit his lip, but he couldn’t hide his amusement. Margie hadn’t exactly been subtle. “Hi,” he said again.


Joan’s chest constricted. She wasn’t used to these unshadowed smiles from him. “Hi,” she said stupidly. His hair was curling a bit at the ends. “See anything you like?”


Nick blinked at her, and Joan gestured at the cakes.


“Oh,” he said, and for some reason, he flushed even redder. “Uh . . . I’m not sure. What can I get for ten pounds if . . . Well, there’s a lot of us at home.”


He could get plain iced buns for that, but Joan suddenly wanted him to have the really nice ones. “We’re doing chocolate chip buns this week. For ten pounds, you can get ten.” Not quite true, but Joan could add her own discount to the half off.


And then he was smiling again. And suddenly it hurt—this fantasy that they’d just met; that they might run into each other at school next week; that he’d come into the bakery again. That this could be the start of something rather than the end.


Joan concentrated on folding up a couple of cardboard boxes. In two minutes, he’d be on his way home. She could bear this feeling for two minutes—you could bear anything for two minutes, and then for two more minutes after that. She’d been learning that since getting home. Five sets of twos, and then Margie would be back.


Joan put six buns into one box, and four into another. Then, knowing she shouldn’t, she added two mini Bakewells to fill the space. “On the house,” she said, not looking at him. She’d have done it for any customer, she told herself. They wouldn’t keep.


“They’re my favorite.” Nick sounded surprised and grateful.


I know, Joan thought. She knew he liked almonds and cherries. Just like she knew he’d want quantity over the big Bakewell in the window so that the kids would get a whole bun each. She knew him so well. Except that she didn’t. Not this Nick. This isn’t him, she reminded herself. He looks like him, but he isn’t him.


She could bear this. Nick would finish up school this year, and she would next year. Maybe he’d move away. She’d move away. She could handle this for a year. And then . . . Maybe her feelings for him would eventually fade. Maybe, one day, she’d be able to think of him without this yearning.


Another notification flew up on Joan’s phone. She glanced down, expecting more messages from Margie and Chris, but it was a voicemail from Gran.


That was weird. Gran never left casual messages—not ever. Not even scrawled notes on the kitchen table. She always said: Don’t leave words lying around. The wrong people might find them.


The bakery door opened, bell jangling. Margie, Joan thought, and she wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed that she and Nick had only had a moment alone. Relieved, she told herself, firmly.


“Did you forget your coat—” Joan started to say, and then stopped.


It wasn’t Margie. The new arrival was a man of about thirty. He’d dropped a duffle bag outside, and now he stood just beyond the threshold like a vampire waiting for an invitation. He was tall, with narrow cat-like eyes and hair the color of burnt butter. His mustache was thin and sharp as a pencil mark—a shade darker than his hair. And there was something wrong about him. The cut of his suit; his haircut. He could have stepped out of a photo from the 1920s.


Or stepped out of the actual 1920s.


Joan’s heart thudded once, twice. He was a time traveler. A monster. She’d never seen a monster in Milton Keynes before. “What do you want?” she said. It came out hard.


Nick looked puzzled as he registered Joan’s rudeness. And then his eyes narrowed, and he shifted between Joan and the man, instinctively protective.


“You’ve been remarkably difficult to find,” the man said to Joan. He frowned at Nick. “And you shouldn’t be here at all. We were told there’d be two girls alone.” And that made Nick’s fists clench, still instinctive. The man stepped across the threshold, and Nick took a warning step of his own. The man sighed like someone who’d arrived to do a small job and had found a bigger one waiting.


And then Nick was frowning too, as if he weren’t sure what he was seeing. “What . . .” His voice trailed off.


Something made Joan look again at the duffle bag.


It wasn’t a bag. Joan lurched forward. “Margie?” Her voice came out strained and thin. “What did you do?” she blurted to the man. “What did you do?”


Margie had fallen at an angle, legs tucked under her like she was curled up on the sofa at home. The boxes of meringues had fallen beside her, spilling out over the wet ground. Around her face, wisps of golden hair lifted in the breeze. The rain had stopped, but water dripped from the eaves, striking her face. She didn’t flinch. Her eyes were wide and blank.


“Little butterfly of a thing,” the man said contemptuously. “Guess she would have died in a few months anyway.”


Joan couldn’t take it in. She shook her head, disbelievingly, picturing the man lifting his hand to Margie’s neck, and then siphoning all of her life with one touch. “No,” she breathed, as if by saying it she could make it untrue. That Margie would again just be walking up to the charity. That she’d be back in ten minutes.


“Get back,” Nick murmured to Joan, his posture dangerous suddenly, and calm fell over her. This man didn’t know who he was dealing with.


Almost as quickly, her understanding reframed. Nick couldn’t fight this guy. Not anymore. Not after what Joan had done to him.


She scrambled around the counter, and grabbed Nick’s arm before he could take another step.


“It’s okay,” Nick told Joan softly. “Just get back behind the counter.” He hadn’t taken his eyes off the man. “I’m going to—” He stopped, eyes widening.


A few paces from him, another man was stepping out of thin air, striding into the world as if through an invisible door. And now more people were materializing all around the room—men and women in anachronistic clothes: heavy 1940s suits and 1920s gowns. Monsters.


The man in the doorway spoke: “Take the girl. Kill the boy.” He barely raised his voice, but the new arrivals scrambled into motion.


As if a switch had been flicked, Joan’s numb shock at seeing Margie vanished. If she and Nick didn’t get out of here, they were both going to end up dead too.


She shoved over the nearest table, full of uncleared plates and cups. A man in pale linen startled back from the smashing china. “Through the kitchen!” she said to Nick.


Nick didn’t hesitate. Together, they dived around the counter and into the kitchen. Nick slammed the door behind him, and Joan grabbed a heavy trolley stacked with baking trays. Nick caught the other side, and they toppled it with a loud clatter of metal, blocking the door.


“What’s going on?” Nick gasped out and they sprinted for the back door. “They appeared out of thin air! How?”


Joan shook her head. They were monsters. More than that, she didn’t know. “As soon as we’re out, get to the alleyway on the right, and run!” she gabbled. Take her, the man had said. Kill the boy. But Joan knew that if she and Nick split up, the attackers would go after her, not Nick. They hadn’t even expected Nick to be here. “Just get away from me! They’ll follow me, not you!”


Confusion flashed across Nick’s face. “You mean let them have you?”


“Just do it! Just—” Joan reached the back door and flung it open. She gasped. More monsters were materializing in the courtyard, filling the tiny space. She hesitated, staring.


Nick grabbed her hand. “Come on!” he said. And there was no time to think. Together they tumbled out of the door. They dodged around the materializing monsters, and they ran.










Chapter Three


Joan didn’t make it out of the courtyard. A man caught her around the waist, the heavy belt of his arm knocking the air from her. Her knees sagged, and the man squeezed her into a bearhug.


Ahead, Nick passed the gauntlet of monsters, and was almost out on the street. Joan felt weak with relief. He was going to make it.


But Nick turned, apparently realizing that he’d lost his grip on Joan’s hand.


“No!” Joan croaked out. “Go!”


A monster grabbed at him, but Nick shook off the grip with irritated ease. He threw one punch, and then another, fighting to get back to Joan. And then the other monsters converged.


Joan struggled, trying to break the iron band around her chest. She couldn’t breathe. Her vision spotted and faded. From the grunts and gasps, Nick was holding his own, but all it would take was a single touch to his neck. Clawing, Joan dug her fingers under her attacker’s arm. He shifted, and her lungs reinflated with a sudden rush. She forced out: “Nick, run!”


“Corvin!” someone snapped. “What are you waiting for?”


The man holding Joan raised his voice in command. “Stop! Stop fighting!” His chest rumbled against Joan’s back. “Be quiet. Be still.”


The command was so ridiculous that Joan almost laughed. Did he think they’d stop just because he’d told them to? She wrenched and kicked at her attacker—Corvin, someone had called him. Her heel impacted with his shin, and he swore.


For a long moment, the only sounds were Joan’s feet scuffing and slipping against the wet cobblestones; and Corvin’s grunts as he tried to hold her still.


They really were the only sounds, Joan realized slowly . . . She couldn’t hear Nick. She twisted, searching desperately, already imagining her worst nightmare—Nick, dead on the ground, like Margie.


But Nick was still standing. Joan barely had a moment to feel relief, though, because his posture was strange. He was in the middle of the courtyard, still as a stone, his eyes on Joan. The attackers had pulled away from him, but Nick wasn’t taking the opportunity to fight. His arms were stiff by his sides.


And his eyes . . . His eyes were so eerily blank that Joan had a horrible flash of Margie’s lifeless face. Of Gran’s. Of Lucien’s. The eyes of the dead.


“Nick?” Joan said. It came out scared and uncertain. He didn’t move. “Nick?” she said again. What was wrong with him? “What did you do to him?” she said shakily to Corvin.


Instead of answering, Corvin raised his voice in an order: “Hand me the cuff!”


A woman advanced on Joan. Her neat bob of hair and flared 1950s dress made her look like a black-and-white advertisement come to life. Her lipstick was a touch asymmetrical, giving her mouth a cruel twist. From her breast pocket, she plucked a slim golden cylinder. She handed it to Corvin, and he flicked it with his thumb. It unrolled into a short length of paper-thin gold, cut into lacework.


“What are you doing?” Joan managed. What was that thing? “Who are you?” She kicked at the woman to keep her back.


“Steady her,” Corvin said, and someone seized Joan’s right arm, and shoved her shirtsleeve up, popping the button.


Joan struggled. “Nick!” she gasped out. He was still just standing there. What was going on? “Nick!”


Corvin draped the lacework onto Joan’s forearm, near the wrist. For a moment, it lay there like a pretty golden arm cuff. And then it seemed to shiver and writhe and burn, burrowing into Joan’s skin like a live thing. Joan gasped—it hurt like a splash of molten metal.


“She’s anchored to me,” Corvin said. “We can go.”


Go? Were they taking her somewhere? “Who are you? Why—” Joan’s voice cracked, and she blurted. “Why did you kill Margie?” She couldn’t believe Margie was dead. “Why didn’t you let her go?” Margie’s little sister, Sammy, was turning six on Wednesday. Margie had been planning to make a smash cake in the shape of a rock with dinosaurs inside. And now . . . “She was leaving. She was on her way out!”


“Oh, stop,” Corvin snapped—as if Joan had questioned his professionalism. “There was barely half a year left in her.”


Little butterfly of a thing, he’d called Margie earlier. Was he saying that Margie would have died soon anyway? Joan shook her head. She couldn’t bear it.


Corvin raised his voice. “Someone stay back and clean up!” he ordered. “Deal with the body and the boy!”


Kill the boy, he’d said before. Joan lost it then. She elbowed and kicked, trying to get out of Corvin’s grip. Nick was still standing there, statue-still. Had he even blinked? “Nick, fight!” Joan begged him. “Fight! You have to get out of here! They’ll kill you!” And it would be Joan’s fault. The other version of Nick could have stopped them all, but Joan had stripped him of his memories and abilities. She’d made him helpless against monsters. Even he didn’t know what he’d once been.


In the distance, a siren started up. “Head out!” Corvin said. “Quickly now!”


Joan was peripherally aware that the courtyard was emptying as monsters vanished into thin air.


Out of nowhere, the desire to time travel hit her—a punched-gut yearning so strong that for a second, it overwhelmed every other feeling, even her fear for Nick. But it wasn’t her own desire. She’s anchored to me, Corvin had said. He’d put that thing on her—that cuff—and now he was trying to drag her through time.


“Come on!” Corvin said to her.


The feeling of forced yearning increased. Joan needed to follow him—more than she wanted to breathe. It was primal.


Joan fought on the same primal level to stay here, in this time. Monsters time traveled by thinking of a time and yearning for it. Joan filled herself with a yearning for home. For here. For the place where they already were.


She fought it like she’d fought the fade-out this morning, focusing on her senses. It was cold. She could smell wet cobblestones and baked bread and chimney smoke. I’m home, she thought. I don’t want to be anywhere but here.


“Do you have her or not?” It was a thin man with a pointed face and spare gray hair. He sounded dubious, almost condescendingly so.


Corvin’s response was irritated. “Course, I have her.” He grunted, though, as if he were struggling with a heavy weight.


The forced desire became desperate. Joan could feel herself losing grip. I don’t want to be anywhere but here, she told herself again. But her internal voice seemed weak in comparison with the desperate need to travel. She twisted again in Corvin’s arms until she could see Nick, and only him.


Corvin growled with effort. Joan couldn’t breathe. Nick, she thought, letting herself yearn for him rather than pushing her feelings away for once. I want to stay here with you. But Corvin was too strong. Around her, the sound of the siren faded to nothing. The sharp smell of rain disappeared.


Nick . . . Nick . . .


In the growing darkness of her vision, Joan glimpsed movement where there’d been none. Nick’s hands were clenching slowly into fists. His face took on an expression like water filling a cup.


“Run!” Joan gritted out. Her own voice sounded tinny and far away.


But instead of running, Nick turned towards Corvin with grim purpose. In one stride, he was there. He did something hard and fast that made Corvin croak with pain and stagger back, pulling Joan with him.


“Kill him!” Corvin called, looking over his shoulder for help. “Stop him!”


But there was no one to help.


The other monsters had vanished, leaving him alone in the courtyard with Joan and Nick.










Chapter Four


The feeling of yearning had stopped. Joan gasped in relief, sagging in Corvin’s grip. It had worked. She’d managed to stay here in this time.


“Where is everyone?” Corvin sounded irritated. It seemed to dawn on him that he hadn’t traveled out with the others. “What the hell?” He turned his cat-like eyes on Joan, pale brows drawing together. “How did you fight that cuff?”


His grip had loosened as he’d looked around. Joan took the chance to twist and wrench away.


Corvin reached for her, but then Nick was there. Nick slammed a fist into Corvin’s face, making him stagger back. Corvin drew a breath to speak, and Nick punched him again, hard in the jaw, and then Corvin was down, unconscious on the courtyard’s wet cobblestones.


Nick stared down at him, his broad shoulders rising and falling. Joan struggled to catch her own breath. The neighborhood sounds had returned. Birds chirped and distant cars rumbled. The air smelled of wet stone.


Nick turned to her. “Did he hurt you?” His eyes roved over her.


Joan shook her head. And then déjà vu hit her hard. An image overlaid her vision: Nick standing over Lucien Oliver’s body, blood dripping from a sword. Are you all right? he’d asked her.


“I’m really sorry,” Nick said now. He ran a hand over his face. “I don’t know why I froze up like that.”


“What?” Why was he sorry? He’d just saved her from being abducted by monsters.


Nick’s brow creased. “You were struggling, and I just stood there while you fought them. I’m sorry.”


“No.” That wasn’t right. “No, you—” Joan stopped. What exactly had happened? She’d never seen anything like it. Nick had been fighting, and then Corvin had commanded him: be quiet, be still, and Nick had stopped in place as if Corvin had hit pause, blank as a doll.


Joan looked down at Corvin now, sprawled unconscious on the wet stone ground, hair darkening to clumped black in the puddled rainwater. The fight had lifted one of his sleeves, exposing a tattoo of a tree. The trunk started near his elbow, twisted branches crawling up the palm of his hand, their withered ends reaching to the tip of each finger.


A burnt elm tree, Joan’s memory supplied. The Argent family sigil. Argents could sway humans to their will. Her stomach lurched. “You didn’t freeze up. That wasn’t you.” Nick had come back for her. He could have escaped, and he’d saved her life. “It was him,” she said. He used a power on you.”


“A power?” Nick’s dark eyes fixed on her.


Joan opened her mouth to answer, and then stopped. She’d wanted to take that look from Nick’s face, to ease his misplaced guilt, but she remembered again who she was talking to—a boy who’d once been a figure of terror in the monster world. A slayer so dangerous that myths had been created around him. He’d led the massacre of her family last time, and that couldn’t happen again. She shouldn’t be telling him anything about monster powers.


Nick said slowly: “He told me to be quiet. To be still. And it was like . . . It was like I wanted to obey him. Like I had to.” His gaze on Joan was sharpening. “Who are these people? How did they appear out of thin air?”


All of those questions were dangerous, and Joan didn’t know how to answer them. There wasn’t time to answer them, she reminded herself. “We need to get out of here,” she said. “He’s going to wake up soon.” And then he’d be able to use that power again.


On impulse, though, Joan spared a moment to kneel on the cold cobblestones, and rifle through Corvin’s pockets. Left jacket pocket. Right pocket. There. A wallet. And inside his jacket, a chain hanging from a buttonhole. Joan drew it out and found a black pendant at one end—a burnt tree with withered branches. It was a chop—the monster version of an ID card. She pocketed the wallet and pendant. She might not know who’d sent these monsters after her, but she was going to find out.


She looked up and found Nick’s honest, square-jawed gaze on her still. She felt strangely ashamed, as if he’d caught her picking over the man like a vulture. The Hunt side of the family were thieves, and through Nick’s eyes, she suddenly felt like one too. “I just want to know who he is,” she said.


Nick seemed surprised by her defensiveness. “Of course,” he said. “Does he have a phone too? Might as well delay him if we can.” And now it was Joan’s turn to be surprised. She couldn’t imagine the other version of him condoning theft.


She hunted through the rest of Corvin’s pockets. “I can’t find one.”


“That’s okay.” Nick offered his hand. “Let’s just go.”


Joan let him help her up, her mind more off-balance than her body. I don’t even know how many people I’ve killed, he’d told her once. Had the previous version of him adopted his strict moral compass as a way of dealing with monster slaying? It was strange to think that this new Nick might have a slightly different morality than the boy she’d known.


There was a narrow, brick-walled passage leading to the street. Joan braced herself as they reached the corner, knowing Margie would be crumpled in the doorway. “Careful,” she mouthed to Nick.


“I think the cops have arrived,” Nick murmured back—barely a breath of sound. “That siren was getting close when those people—” He hesitated and felt out the strange word slowly “—vanished.”


Siren? Joan had forgotten about the siren. Without it, the passage seemed very quiet. Even the rain had stopped dripping from the eaves. She peered around the corner. “The street’s empty,” she whispered, surprised.


The bakery was one of a strip of ten shops. On a late Saturday afternoon like this, she’d have expected to see cars parked along the street; familiar faces ducking into the greengrocer. But there was no one around at all. The parking spaces were empty. No police.


“Your friend . . .” Nick said slowly.


“What?” Joan jerked her gaze to the bakery’s front door. Margie wasn’t there. The attackers had moved her body? Joan stumbled up to the bakery window. All the chairs were neatly stacked. The table that Joan had upturned had been tidied up. There was no sign of Margie in the room. No sign of the attack at all.


“When did they have time to clean up?” Nick said.


Unease hit Joan then. She took a step back. The air seemed warmer than it had been a few minutes ago. Much warmer.


She turned.


When she’d arrived at work today, the big tree out the front had just been gray branches with tattered leaves. Now, it was heavy with white blossoms. Their faint, sweet scent drifted over on a breeze.


Joan had a vivid flash of struggling with Corvin as he’d tried to drag her through time. Joan had thought she’d stopped him, but what if she’d only disrupted his landing? What if he had taken her somewhere?


Somewhen.


Another vivid flash—this time of Nick trying to break Corvin’s grip on her. He’d grasped Joan’s arm, right where that gold cuff was. Joan pictured Corvin dragging her through time, with Nick pulled in their wake. “Nick . . .” she said.


Nick didn’t reply. He’d moved to the next window, as if changing the angle might change what was inside. His face had a grayish cast.


There was a small brass plaque bolted under the window. Margaret Marie Channing. Nicholas Arthur Ward. Missing and deeply missed.


Nick backed up from it fast, stumbling, uncharacteristically off-balance.


“Nick.” Joan didn’t know what to say. Missing and deeply missed. The names looked permanent there. Not even a missing poster but a plaque, as if Margie’s body had never been found, as if Nick had been gone long enough to warrant remembrance rather than a phone number to report sightings.


How big had that jump been? How long had they been gone? Months? A year? And where was Joan’s name? Why wasn’t she on the plaque?


Joan fumbled for her phone, suddenly desperate to talk to Dad. Did he think she was missing too?


There was no sound from the phone. Joan blinked at the screen. The network icon was missing, and she wasn’t connected to the internet—not even the bakery’s Wi-Fi. Had her phone plan been canceled? Had the bakery’s password changed?


Joan’s vision went hazy. She took a deep breath. She couldn’t panic. There were notifications on the screen: the voicemail from Gran. She pressed play.


“Joan, my love,” Gran said. Her usual no-nonsense voice was rushed. Joan’s heart thumped. “You must listen to me. You are no longer safe in Milton Keynes. You must leave immediately without your father. Convince him to stay home tonight. You have to keep him safe.”


There was a strange note in Gran’s voice. It took Joan a moment to register it as fear. She’d never heard Gran afraid before—not even as she’d lay dying.


“I know you have questions,” Gran said. “I’ll explain when I see you. For now, just get to Euston Station. I’ll wait for you all night if needed.” A click. The message ended.


Joan kept the phone against her ear, as if Gran might start talking again. But there was nothing more.


Nick’s eyes hadn’t left the plaque. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Why would someone put that there? Is this some kind of messed-up prank?” He shook his head, though, as if he didn’t really believe it was a prank.


Joan dragged her thoughts back to the present moment. Only one thing mattered right now. She had to get Nick out of here before Corvin Argent woke up. Because as soon as he did, he’d be able to control him again. “We need to leave!” But where could they go?


“This is wrong,” Nick said. “This is all wrong. The shops . . .”


Gran. Joan had to get to Gran. But how? There was no way to know where the Hunts were now; they moved constantly. Get to Euston Station, Gran had said. I’ll wait for you all night. But Joan had jumped into the future. That night was long gone.


“The florist next door,” Nick said, frowning. “It’s different.”


“Different?” Joan said. The sign above the door said Fresh Blooms. This morning, it had been Laurie’s Wildflowers. “What?” Joan mumbled. Laurie had owned that shop for years—longer than Joan had been alive.


“And this bakery . . .” Nick said. “The color is wrong. It was a different green a few minutes ago.” He touched the door. “Paint’s dry,” he murmured, as if to himself. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “Dirt on top of dry paint.” He touched the plaque. “Dust on this too . . .”


It was a subtle color difference, but he was right—about the paint and the name of the florist. And now Joan could see other changes. The café opposite had become a bookshop. The pizza shop was a salad place.


How long would it have taken for all these changes to happen? Joan tried to quiet the babble of panic starting in her. How far had they jumped? Could it have been more than a year? How long had they been gone?


“It doesn’t make sense,” Nick murmured. “This can’t be real.” His eyes shifted back and forth as he reread the memorial plaque. “Because if it’s real . . .” He took another step back.


“Nick,” Joan said.


Nick didn’t seem to hear her. He backed up more.


Joan realized his intention too late. “No!” she said. “Wait!”


But Nick was already running—out into that unknown time.










Chapter Five


Joan sprinted after Nick. She lost him within a few minutes—he was faster than she was—but she knew where he was going. He’d pointed out his house yesterday.


She tried to take in details as she ran. Were the cars different? Maybe a little. Near the church on the corner, she passed a girl her own age walking the other way, and an elderly couple hand-in-hand. Their clothes looked . . . Joan didn’t know. Like clothes. The girl’s phone looked like a phone.


Out of nowhere, Joan remembered Aaron taking one sweeping look at a park, and declaring it was 1993. She wished he were here. He’d glance at one car and declare the exact date. Then he’d say something cutting, and Joan could push back at him and feel better for it.


Joan shoved the thought away. Aaron wasn’t here—Joan could never see him again. Right now, she just had to get to Nick. She had horrifying visions of the attackers waiting for him; of him arriving home to find his family much older. She put her head down and ran, pushing herself until her legs shook.


Nick’s place was about fifteen minutes from the bakery. Joan’s lungs were burning by the time she reached his street, but she sucked in a painful, relieved breath when she saw him, standing alone and unharmed on the path outside his house.


And then she saw what he was looking at. There was a SOLD sign in his front garden.


“Mary! Robbie!” he shouted. He was suddenly in motion, running to the front door. “Mary!”


Joan sprinted after him. When she got to the door, he already had a key in the lock. “Nick!” Joan tried to catch his hands as he twisted and twisted the key fruitlessly. The house was empty, wide open curtains framing rooms without furniture. “They’re not here! They’re not here!”


Nick didn’t seem to hear her. He gave up on the key and pounded on the door with his fist. “Mary!” he shouted. “Alice! Ally! Where are you?” His voice cracked, and Joan could hardly bear it. His expression was too familiar—too much like those terrible recordings after his family had been murdered.


A few houses up, a door flew open. “Hey!” a man called out. “What’s all this noise?”


“Nick,” Joan said. “Please. We can’t be here!” The attackers could be back at any moment.


Nick peered into the window beside the door and made a broken sound. He’d come to the same conclusion Joan had. The house was empty. He dropped his head against the door, breathing unsteadily. “What’s going on?”


Joan shook her head. How long had she and Nick been gone? How long would his family have waited for him before moving away?


“I don’t understand,” he said to Joan. “Where’s my family?”


“I don’t know.” Joan’s own voice cracked. She wanted to run home too—Dad was just a few streets away. But she couldn’t draw those attackers to him. Margie had already died, and Joan couldn’t hurt anyone else she loved.


“You do know something, though,” Nick said to her, his dark eyes wide. “Back at the bakery, you knew that man had a power!”


Oh God. Joan opened her mouth—not even sure what she was going to say. But as she did, she registered a faint sound. A siren. She looked over her shoulder. Nick’s neighbor stood in his doorway, arms folded. “Did that guy call the cops on us?”


“Did he?” Nick’s breath rushed out in relief. “Maybe they can find my family!”


In the distance, another siren joined the first, and then another. Three police cars for a noise complaint? Unease surged in Joan. Some instinct made her think of Corvin’s words. Cuff her.


She turned over her arm. Her green work shirt was loose at her wrist, a tendrilled cotton thread where the button had popped. In the parting, Joan made out a glimmer of gold: the tip of a wing. Her heart started to pound.


She shoved her sleeve up. There was a golden mark on her inner wrist: a winged lion, posed as if stalking the viewer. Joan’s breath stopped as if she’d been punched.


It was the sigil of the Monster Court.


“What is that?” Nick said. “I saw them put it on you.”


A flash of remembered pain. Of delicate lacework turning to molten gold, bubbling into her skin. “I don’t know.” Cuff her, Corvin had said, and he’d used the sigil of the Court to do it.


Joan wasn’t sure what was going on here, but she knew one thing. “We can’t be here when those cars arrive!”


“But we were attacked!” Nick sounded confused. “We should talk to the police!”


As he spoke, the sirens slowed. They’d hit the roundabout on the other side of the school.


Joan’s throat was so tight, it was hard to get the words out. “That is not the police! They’re not going to help us! Nick, I’ll explain things later, but right now we have to go! We have to—”


“Hey.” Nick’s voice gentled. He was searching her face, forehead creasing. Joan wondered just how scared she looked. He scanned the front garden. Joan wasn’t sure if he’d believed her, but her urgency seemed to have cut through. “There,” he said. He nodded at the wooden fence by the house. A thick boxwood stood in front of it, tall and unkempt. Joan could see that it had once been a high hedge, but the outline was blurred now by overgrown tendrils. “If you push behind the hedge, a space opens up,” Nick said. “My little brother and sister use it as a cubbyhole.”


Even standing by the door, at a perfect viewing angle, there was no hint of a hollow in the hedge. It would be a perfect hiding spot. But . . . Joan shook her head reluctantly. “If they find us there, we’ll be trapped.” There was only one good choice from here. “We have to get to the school.” It was just across the road. There’d be more places to hide, and more ways out. And they both knew the grounds. They had to go now.


“There’s a hole in the fence,” Nick said steadily, as Joan turned.


“What?” Joan said.


“There’s a hole in the fence behind that bush,” he said. “It leads to the garden behind the house. And behind that, there’s a back street. We’ll hear anything they say, and we’ll have a way out, unseen.”


That was a good plan—a better plan than her own. Joan found herself looking at him for an extra beat. He’d pulled himself out of fear and confusion faster than she would have in the same circumstances. Faster than she’d have expected anyone to.


The sirens blared. Too close. Joan nodded quickly.


They jogged to the fence. Joan craned, looking for Nick’s neighbor. She couldn’t see him from here; she hoped that meant he couldn’t see them either.


“Here.” Nick pushed aside the spiky branches so that Joan could slide between the boxwood and the fence. Joan squeezed herself in and dropped to her hands and knees. The fence palings were broken at the base, leaving a jagged gap.


Joan shimmied through and emerged into a small back garden with weed-filled flowerbeds. She turned to help Nick out. It was a much tighter fit for him. He grunted, trying to flatten enough to army-crawl. Joan grabbed for his hands and pulled. And then Nick must have found purchase with his trainers, because to Joan’s relief his big body surged out abruptly.


They only just made it. The boxwood was still rustling back into place as the cars drew up. Two engines cut out, and doors opened and slammed, slightly asynchronous. And then footsteps padded across the grass.


After a long moment, a voice cut through the silence, unnervingly clear—as if the speaker were standing just in front of the hedge. “What do we have?”


Joan’s heart thumped, and Nick shot her a wide-eyed look of recognition. It was Corvin Argent—the man they’d left unconscious in the courtyard. Joan had been right. The attackers had been in those police cars.


A second voice rose: curt and military. “Noise complaint at the boy’s house. Neighbors saw two teenagers running here from the bakery. The girl was wearing an apron, possibly the bakery uniform.”


Joan glanced down at her apron, bright white and conspicuous. Damn. She’d need to dump it—but not here. If she left it here, it would practically be a calling card.


Corvin spoke again, sounding less formal and more frustrated: “A noise complaint?”


The military voice was bland. “If you’d just pinpointed where you landed—”


“I did!” Corvin said—with even more frustration. Joan had the impression that it wasn’t the first time they’d had the exchange. “So just the noise complaint and local reports?” An audible breath. “Don’t tell me. The cameras failed again. And none of our own observers have managed to spot them. Again.”


“If you’re not happy with the intelligence—”


“What intelligence?” Corvin said. “Broken equipment? Misattributed sightings?” He paused. “Don’t you think there’s something very strange going on here?”


“Strange?”


“Why have they been so difficult to find?” Corvin said. His voice lowered. “I think the rumors of unusual fluctuations are true.”


The military man was silent for long enough that Joan wondered if he’d answer at all. When he finally spoke, his voice was lower, matching Corvin’s. “Listen. You lost the girl. That’s bad enough. You’ll only make things worse by reaching for far-fetched excuses.”


“Is it far-fetched? It would explain why she was so difficult to find the first time. Why I missed the rendez-vous. Why we haven’t been able to find them since.”


Joan crouched to peer through the hole in the fence. She couldn’t make out much from this angle. The leaves were thicker at the base of the bush. What had the military man meant by pinpointed where you landed? They’d landed in this place with Corvin, barely fifteen minutes ago. And what about unusual fluctuations? What did that mean?


A click, and Joan recoiled as bright white light illuminated Nick’s front garden. Someone had turned car headlights on. Joan hadn’t realized it was getting so dark. She squinted into the glare and made out two pairs of shoes: big military boots.


Were they guards of the Court? They’d put that winged lion sigil onto Joan’s arm, but none of them had been wearing the sigil themselves. Joan had never seen a guard without one.


As she watched, a third pair of shoes appeared as their wearer stepped out of thin air. These weren’t military boots but black dress shoes, so shiny that they might never have touched grass before tonight.


Joan hesitated. She was tempted to stay and hear more, but she and Nick needed to keep moving. She didn’t know how the Argent power worked. Could Corvin instruct Nick from where he was standing? What if he suspected Nick were nearby, and raised his voice?


She touched Nick’s arm. Let’s go, she mouthed.


But then the third person spoke. The voice was a boy’s, posh and precise.


“Let me guess,” the boy said. “We’ve been given another wild goose to chase. How many of these vague reports must we waste our time on?”


Joan’s breath stopped in her throat. Barely conscious of her own actions, she scrambled to her feet. Just above eye height, there was a small hole in the fence. She stood on tiptoe to peer through. A breeze rippled through the leaves, allowing brief glimpses of the illuminated front garden. Corvin stood by a tall man with a crew cut—the military voice, Joan guessed. But the third figure was too obscured to see.


Nick stepped closer. Joan registered, peripherally, that his head was tilted in question. But she couldn’t focus on anything but the indistinct shape through the leaves. She peered, straining. She needed to know.


Then there was another surge of wind. The branches and leaves parted, revealing the third person in full.


Joan’s heart thundered back to life—louder than the voices, louder than the rustle of the wind.


It was Aaron Oliver.


Joan had conjured his voice and face every time she’d had a fade-out recently. She’d imagined him with her, helping her, almost every morning this week.


But her memory of him hadn’t done him justice. Illuminated by the headlights, he looked like he’d walked off a red carpet. His hair was a crown of gold, and his heather-gray suit was perfectly tailored. It was the same color as his eyes, Joan knew. He had the kind of beauty that made people stumble over their words and stop in the street and stare. In this mundane setting, he seemed incongruous: a Da Vinci in a suburban supermarket.


Joan’s heart beat painfully. Aaron. The shape of his name started inside her mouth. She held it there, silent. She hadn’t said it since the last time she’d seen him. That day, he’d brushed his hand against her cheek, and told her: If you change the timeline, you can’t ever meet me. You can’t ever trust me. I won’t remember what you mean to me.


And Joan had followed his wishes. She hadn’t gone looking for him. She hadn’t let herself believe she could ever see him again.


Corvin’s scowl was familiar—Aaron had a knack for getting under people’s skin. “You’ll waste your time whenever we call you,” he snapped—as if he himself hadn’t been complaining moments before Aaron had arrived. “I’m told you can identify her, and until you do that, your time is mine.”


“Believe me,” Aaron said. “Nothing would please me more than identifying that girl. That filth.” His beautiful face twisted as he said filth, as if he were thinking of a much harsher word. “But I do have to actually see her to identify her.”
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