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      If you’re new to my A Stitch in Time stories—or if it’s been a while since you’ve read one—here’s a little introduction to get you up to speed. Otherwise, if you’re ready to go, just skip to chapter one and dive in!

      

      There’s a time stitch in Thorne Manor, hereditary summer home to the Thornes of North Yorkshire. As far as we know, Bronwyn Dale was the first to pass through, traveling from the twenty-first century to the nineteenth, where she met William Thorne when they were both children. Later, as a widow, she returned to find William still there. They’re now married with two daughters. They live in Thorne Manor and divide their time between the modern world and the Victorian one.

      Before Bronwyn returned to Thorne Manor, Rosalind—the wife of William’s best friend August Courtenay—accidentally went through the time stitch into the modern world, where she was trapped for four years, separated from August and their young son, Edmund.

      Rosalind returned home last fall and reunited with her family, including her youngest sister, Miranda. In A Turn of the Tide, Miranda attempted to sneak through the stitch into the twenty-first century but found herself instead in the eighteenth century, where she joined Nicolas Dupuis, a young French privateer, on his Robin-Hood-esque mission to help a local village. Now, as the holidays approach, Miranda is finally in twenty-first-century London, with Nicolas, enjoying a much-deserved break.
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      I have always found Christmas to be the most frustrating of holidays, with its overflowing cornucopia of festive delights and impossible choices. Do I arrive at the yuletide ball in a one-horse open sleigh or walk along a moonlit path, snow crunching under my boots? Or do I forgo the ball and join a caroling party with my sister and her family, traveling incognito through the village and passing out baskets brimming with treats? Or do I go dancing and caroling another night and spend this one at home, snuggled in front of the roaring fire with a book and a cup of mulled wine?

      This holiday season, I am facing what may be the most impossible choice yet. Do I stand at the hotel window, staring out at the wonders of the twenty-first century . . . or do I stare at the bed where my lover is stretched naked, engrossed in a book? Both are marvels to behold and present an infuriating quandary.

      At last, I find a spot where I might greedily devour both—gazing out the window at this strange and beautiful world while watching Nicolas’s reflection as he greedily devours a book of twenty-first-century medicine. I suppose I could feel a pang of jealousy at the way he is so engrossed in that book when I stand here wearing nothing but a silken robe, but we have already made very good use of the bed, and it will be at least another half an hour before either of us is ready to continue that part of our holiday.

      It is a much-deserved break. A “vacation,” as Bronwyn calls it. Being from this world, she arranged it for us, right down to seeing us onto the train in York and ensuring a driver met us in London. It is Nicolas’s and my first time in the twenty-first century. Not our first time passing through the stitch, though. I went through months ago, expecting to jump from my Victorian world to this one and instead ending up in Nicolas’s—in 1790.

      We have spent the intervening months on the move. Twice we let the stitch send us where it may—to another time, another person in need. We also returned to 1790 to visit Nicolas’s family in Martinique. That was not a short journey. I only wish we weren’t limited to the stitch in Thorne Manor so that we might come to this world, fly where we need to be and then step back in time. Getting to Martinique was a month’s journey each way, and that was on the fastest boat we could find. So Nicolas and I have not truly rested since we met. That is the purpose of this trip.

      It is also about me donating the Roman gladius Nicolas gifted me shortly after we met. While the short sword is a common soldier’s weapon, it is in incredible condition, as if it had been buried before he bought it—quite inexpensively after the seller realized wealthy nobles had no interest in an “old” short sword. Having now been transported from the eighteenth century, the condition is even more incredible, and as much as I long to keep it, I understand the historical value and have agreed to the donation in a world where they will appreciate it.

      There is a third purpose for this trip: finally visiting the twenty-first century. Now that I am here, it is nothing short of terrifying. I am rather tempted to stay in this hotel room and only gaze out the window.

      “It is overwhelming, non?” Nicolas says as he comes up behind me, his hands going around my waist. “Or is that purely my own impression?”

      “Purely yours. My word for it is terrifying.”

      He kisses the side of my neck. “I believe yours may be more accurate, crécerelle.”

      His chin rests on my shoulder as he gazes down at the street an impossible distance below, crammed with cars and omnibuses, the honking reaching us even up here.

      “I already respected Rosalind immensely,” he says, “but seeing this, my awe for her has grown. I cannot imagine what it was like for your sister, trapped in this world.”

      “Nor can I,” I say, tears prickling my eyes.

      His arms tighten around me. “But she survived the ordeal, and she now returns to this world despite it. That makes her the second most remarkable Hastings sister I know.”

      I nod. “Yes, Portia is quite remarkable.”

      He chuckles under his breath. “You know that I meant you, but I should not set Portia in last place, even if it is a very difficult competition. While I do not know her as well as I do Rosalind, I hope to rectify that at Christmas, if I might lure Portia into conversation. She has been very quiet with me, and I am endeavoring not to take that personally.”

      “Do not. Portia has been rather reserved for even me these last couple of years. She—” I wave a hand. “I will not burden you with my family troubles.”

      “It is no burden if I hope to someday be part of that family myself. Perhaps a marriage license would help. Might I sneak that into your Christmas stocking?”

      He says it lightly, but I know he is not entirely joking. I twist in his arms and kiss his cheek. “You may consider it for my Easter basket. As for Portia, take that medical book with you, and you shall not be able to get rid of her.”

      That makes him smile. I have two sisters. Rosalind is the oldest, married with a son and a newborn daughter. Portia is next, and like Nicolas, she is trained as a doctor, though also without the formal schooling. In her case, she has been unable to obtain that formal schooling because of her sex. In his, he was supposed to obtain it in France, but the revolution put an end to that, and in my own time, as a Black man, he would find it as difficult a goal as Portia does. Still, both are—for all intents and purposes—as qualified as any medical professional, through apprenticeships, practice and study.

      “Then I know what I will buy her,” he says. He looks down at the road below. “Yet we would need to locate a bookshop.”

      “Which might be the one thing to tempt me out of this room.”

      “We will contact Bronwyn with the device she provided.”

      He means the “cell phone,” as she calls it. Rosalind says it’s a “mobile phone” here in England. As if things were not complicated enough . . .

      The phone sits on the desk. It is a wonder among wonders, and I find myself both spellbound and daunted. Apparently, it does many things—things that make my head ache thinking about them—but for us, it is intended as a way of instantly communicating with Bronwyn or her husband, William, who are in the twenty-first century, preparing for the holidays.

      I have only called Bronwyn once, to test it. I also might have been unable to resist randomly hitting numbers until someone answered . . . someone who spoke a language neither Nicolas nor I recognized, and we realized we might have been speaking to someone halfway around the world. My head also hurts thinking about that.

      “Perhaps we could walk around the block looking for a bookstore,” I say, as carefully as I might suggest swimming the Thames in my day. “If we stay on this side of the road and do not cross through traffic.” I squint down at what looks like water bugs zooming about at dizzying speeds. “And if we hold hands very tightly and do not let go.”

      Nicolas smiles. “I shall hold your hand as tightly as you hold mine, and together we shall conquer the beast.”

      We have been into the future before. Our second adventure took us to the 1950s, but only as far as the village near Thorne Manor. While we’d seen marvels, they’d been viewed from a distance, as we had no need to step into a motor vehicle. Since we’ve arrived in this world, we’ve been in Bronwyn’s vehicle, a train and a sleek black car with a liveried driver, all moving so fast that I lose my breath remembering it.

      “We have money, non?” Nicolas says. “Sufficient funds for this excursion?”

      I nod. Rosalind had given us each two hundred pounds, which seemed ridiculous. Then her husband, August, snuck Nicolas another five hundred “just in case.” In case of what? Getting trapped in this world and needing to purchase a small dwelling? Then, on the drive to the hotel, I saw giant signs advertising what looked like apartment flats for the bargain price of a quarter million pounds. Now I am half-afraid to set foot in a bookshop for fear I’ll faint when I see the prices. On the other hand, as an authoress—author, Bronwyn would correct—I do hope book prices have kept apace.

      “I believe we can safely descend into the maelstrom,” Nicolas says. “Perhaps, if we work up the courage, we might even slip into a shop for a bite to eat, as it does appear to be nearing teatime.”

      I am about to answer when a knock comes at the door. We both pivot to stare at it. Or, at least, to stare in the direction of it. The room is big enough to hold a family of six . . . and Bronwyn warned that it was quite small by her North American standards. It has its own water closet, with running water, a tub and a booth for showering. It also has a front hall, where the door is located.

      The knock comes again.

      “Hello?” I call, chastising myself for the tremor in my voice. That is not the voice of Miranda Hastings. But in this unfamiliar place, I feel as I did when I first stepped onto the shores of Martinique, uncertain and more than a little unsettled.

      “Ms. Hastings?” a woman’s voice calls back. “It’s your concierge service.”

      The word concierge sounds French, and while Nicolas is teaching me his mother tongue, I do not yet know this term. He whispers, “It means the caretaker of the hotel.”

      He raises his voice. “We are quite fine, thank you.”

      “Dr. Dupuis?” she says and then rapid-fires a line in French that has his brows rising.

      “She says she has a package and a message for us, one that is, as she says, ‘time sensitive.’ If we are ‘resting,’ there is a robe I may don to answer the door.”

      My brows shoot up higher than his. Not only does the concierge seem unconcerned about us sharing a room and not a surname, but she expects us to answer the door in a dressing gown?

      Nicolas only shrugs and goes to the closet, where he pulls out two white dressing gowns. One thing I learned about his eighteenth century is that it is more relaxed about such things than the nineteenth. And apparently, the twenty-first is even more so.

      We don the dressing gowns. I’m relieved to find mine easily wraps around me. I am considered quite plump in my world, and I do not fit into most ready-made clothing. From what I have seen, I am not so outsized in this world. While there are many who look as if they might have the Victorian fabled “twenty-two-inch waist,” people come in all shapes and sizes, and I only hope that means they are all equally accepted.

      Speaking of acceptance, while I did notice a few sideways looks at Nicolas and me on the train, we did not attract nearly the attention we do in our own times, as a Black man and white woman. When Nicolas opens the door, the concierge—a gray-haired woman—barely flicks a glance over us.

      She asks how we’re finding the room. Nicolas replies. Growing up, Rosalind often grumbled that the “cat never seizes your tongue, Miranda, and sometimes, I wish it would.” Of the three Hastings sisters, I was the first to speak, however daunting the circumstances . . . and however impolitic my opinions. Yet in the last few months, I’ve found myself allowing Nicolas to speak for us. That has nothing to do with being the woman in a relationship and everything to do with being . . . well, the less worldly one.

      At one time, I would have laughed at that. I am a hundred times more worldly than other women of twenty-six. I had done all the things women of my age and position are not supposed to do, from traveling alone to nourishing a career, not to mention having sex out of wedlock. But for all that, I was still, in many ways, Shakespeare’s Miranda, as Nicolas once put it, “trapped on her island and dreaming of more.” I’d never traveled farther than France. I’d never lived alone. I’d never done millions of things that men do.

      Nicolas might be only a year older than I, but he is a marquis’s son who has traveled the world as a physician on a pirate ship. It is difficult to match that for life experience, and I have found myself, in situations such as this, deferring to him. Is that uncomfortable? I suppose I ought to be. I’d once have bristled at it. But I trust him to speak for us and to see no weakness in doing so until I have my “sea legs” in the world.

      It turns out that the concierge in an English hotel is not the caretaker of the building. Rather, she is the caretaker of the guests. In this case, Helen—as she introduces herself—is the caretaker of us specifically, having been retained to see to our needs while we are in London.

      I do adore having wealthy friends.

      “You must feel free to contact me about anything,” Helen says. “Any questions you might have about anything at all. Mr. Thorne has warned that you have been abroad for years, doing humanitarian work, and the return to England may be somewhat . . .”

      “Disorienting?” I say.

      She smiles at me. “Precisely. It is my job to help you with anything. It is also my job to leave you alone as much as possible so that you might ease into your return.” She holds out two small calling cards. “My number. You may text or call. For now . . .” She lifts two rather large boxes from the floor. “These are for you. Mr. Thorne has said you’re to begin with the envelope as it contains time-sensitive information.”

      Nicolas hands me the envelope and then takes the boxes. We thank Helen for her time, and she retreats. Once the door closes, I shed the heavier robe from over my silk one and settle onto the bed with the envelope.

      Nicolas takes the lid off one of the fancy boxes. After a moment’s pause, he lifts out a dress, and my breath catches.

      Rosalind warned that clothing in this era is very different. Personally, she prefers it, and when she’d driven with Bronwyn to the train station, she’d been wearing scandalously formfitting “leggings” with a long sweater and knee-high boots. Knowing how much I like trousers, she’d bought me a pair of “jeans,” which I must admit are not terribly comfortable, chafing in odd places.

      I might prefer trousers to dresses, but the trousers I am accustomed to wearing are far more comfortable—and better made. The “jeans” had been a disappointment. What Nicolas pulls from that box is not a disappointment. Yes, it’s a dress, but I still appreciate a fine one, and this one is fine indeed.

      It reminds me of dresses I saw in our sojourn in the 1950s. It has a simple fitted bodice with a scalloped deep neckline and three-quarter-length sleeves. The bodice ends in a wide belt over a flared skirt that will fall only to about knee length. The fabric looks like red velvet, and I cannot resist rubbing it between my fingers. A dark green underskirt peeks out from the bottom and through a front slit.

      “So where are you to wear this delightful confection?” Nicolas asks, waving at the envelope.

      I ignore him and open the second box. Inside is a pair of men’s trousers, of the sort I saw on men outside. There’s also a tie, shirt and jacket, which would make for a rather drab ensemble if the jacket were not a gorgeous green crushed velvet to match my underskirt.

      “We will make quite the couple,” Nicolas says. “Apparently, our plan to blend into the shadows has been upended. And there is still more in these boxes . . .”

      In mine, I find a gorgeous pair of green boots and a belted green coat with a collar and cuffs that look like a lamb’s wool—the tag calls them “shearling.” The other contains a winter overcoat and shiny low black boots for Nicolas. There are also gloves for both of us.

      “It seems that we are to venture out of doors. If you do not open that envelope, crécerelle, I may burst of curiosity.”

      Inside is a small white card with holly around the edges. It says simply, “Table for two, 3 p.m., reservation under ‘Miranda Hastings’.”

      “A late lunch?” Nicolas says, reading over my shoulder. “It would help if we knew where we were going.”

      I check the envelope and find I’ve missed a folded sheet. I open it, expecting a restaurant name and address. Instead, I see this:

      
        
        Depart at 2:45.

        Take the elevator.

        Leave through the front door.

        Turn right.

        Walk to the corner.

      

      

      The directions continue, and as I read them, I smile and wave the sheet at Nicolas. “Rosalind is sending us on a treasure hunt. Appropriate for a pirate, I suppose.”

      “Former pirate, who thought he was a privateer.” He catches my look and sighs. “Yes, yes, I should claim the title of pirate and be done with it. No one writes romantic adventures about dashing privateers. Not even you.”

      I tap his arm with the note. “Only because I had not met one. Now that I have, I shall be certain to write such a tale.” I turn to look for the clock, and it takes a moment to recognize it as the box by the bedside, with the time displayed in green light. “Oh! It is already past two. We must dress. You take the water closet. I will make ready in here.”

      His brows rise. “I believe I have seen you undressed before, crécerelle.”

      “This is different. This is . . .” I make a dramatic flourish. “A presentation. Now, take your box into the water closet, where there is more than enough room for dressing, and I shall prepare for our festive luncheon.”
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      Nicolas is staring at me, and he may have stared many times before, but I shall never grow tired of it. This time, I am hardly able to stop staring at myself in the mirror. The dress is a delight. There is no other word for it. It is flattering and utterly delightful. The bodice fits snugly; the neckline shows my bosom to advantage while displaying it less than many Victorian dresses. The skirt reminds me of crinolines, but it is featherlight, and the shorter length means I can swirl and feel the dress lift as it swirls with me.

      Along with the dress, the box’s bounty also included cosmetics and several pictures of hairstyling suggestions. I choose one that sweeps up my long blond hair and holds it with a green velvet bow to match Nicolas’s jacket. As for the cosmetics, I feel somewhat scandalous applying them, but I cannot resist. There is color for my lips and eyes and a tiny brush to paint my lashes. The lip color is a dark red that matches the dress, and when I look in the mirror, I blush.

      “Is the lip color too much?” I ask. “It is very . . . bold.”

      “If I lie and say it is too much, may I kiss it off? Because that is very much what it begs me to do.”

      “Then it shall stay, and I shall tempt you all through lunch.” I make kissing faces at him. Then I twirl, just to feel the skirt swirl up around me.

      “You realize that begs me to do something very different,” he says. “Something that will most certainly make us late for lunch.”

      “Then I shall stop doing it,” I say. “I cannot risk tearing these.” I lift the skirt up to my hip and twist my leg to reveal stockings. They are black and decorated with holiday wreaths dotted with red berries. They are also of the most impossibly sheer fabric, even lighter than my silk stockings at home.

      Nicolas steps toward me.

      I lift a hand to stop him. “When we return.”

      “Will I be permitted to rip off those stockings?”

      “Certainly. I shall not need them after that. Though it seems I ought to find a few pairs to sneak home with us. You appear quite fond of them. Now, let me get a look at you.”

      I do not need to “get a look” at him. I noticed him the moment he opened the water-closet door. Earlier, I’d thought the suit rather drab without the jacket. Now I see my mistake. It is not the suit that matters. It is the fit, and both the trousers and shirt fit superbly, and they have me sneaking another look at the clock.

      “I take it that means you approve?” he says.

      “Very much.”

      “Then let us be off before we both change our minds. Our friends have set us on a treasure hunt, and I would hate to disappoint them.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I am ninety percent certain that August lies behind our outfits. My brother-in-law is the fashionable one. He’s also the one who would delight in tossing us into the streets dressed like peacocks among wrens.

      In Victorian England, our outfits would be downright sedate—except for my bare lower legs. The colors are bold but not flashy. The problem is that in twenty-first-century London, business attire appears to come in three shades: black, charcoal gray, and slightly less charcoal gray. Oh, there are splashes of color—a woman in a gorgeous turquoise jacket, a man with vibrant lime-green hair—but between my coat, boots and hair bow, I do rather stand out. I will also say that my lip color—which would be truly scandalous in my time—can be seen on a half-dozen other women, along with even brighter shades that make me decide I will ask Bronwyn or Rosalind where I might buy some to take home for private use, along with more stockings.

      We follow the directions, as the snow falls softly around us. I try not to gawp as we walk, but it is a near-impossible task. One moment, we are passing a shop that I recognize from my own London, and the next, we are passing a metal-and-glass slab of a building that I am uncertain whether to call remarkable or remarkably ugly. And all the shops have modern goods in them—fashions and housewares and jewelry and even one devoted entirely to cheese, of all things. When we pass displays of wristwatches, Nicolas slows.

      “They are very practical,” I say.

      “They are.”

      “You could take one home and tell people it is French.”

      He laughs under his breath, but he cannot quite pull his gaze from the display. Then he stops short.

      “Is that . . . is that the cost?” he says.

      I follow his gaze to one where a tag has slipped from under it. On that tag, it says . . .

      “A thousand pounds?” I squeak. “For that, it had better allow time travel as well.” I hook my arm through his. “I rather like the one William lent you. You should forget to return it. One expects such behavior from a pirate.”

      We continue on, picking up the pace, as we are only halfway down the list of directions. We soon turn onto a street I know very well. It looks very similar in this time, replete with adorable shops selling adorable goods. Here, every window is decorated in its holiday best, electric lights flickering and more colorful pedestrians making the rounds of holiday shopping.

      “After lunch, there is something I must show you,” I say. “It is near here, I think, though I may have to search. I have not seen it since before Rosalind married.” I lift the note. “Oh, we are to be counting shops now. Our destination is in three, two, one . . .”

      I stop short with a gasp as I clutch Nicolas’s arm.

      “Rosie’s?” he says, looking up at the sign. “This could not be . . .”

      “Rosalind’s shop,” I breathe as tears fill my eyes. “Oh, Nico.” I squeeze his arm. “That is what I was going to show you, though I was certain it would sell shoes or some such by now. It is her shop.”

      Of course, it is not exactly her shop. A hundred and eighty years have passed since my sister opened a bakery on this spot. It had been truly a scandalous thing for a young woman of her age and breeding, but our parents had died in an accident, and she had two sisters to raise, very little to raise them on and one skill with which to do it. One incredible skill, worthy of such an endeavor.

      Rosalind’s, it had been called. Is it possible that it is sheer coincidence that it still bears a variation on her name? And that the delicious smell of baked goods wafts from it?

      Nicolas slides off my glove to clasp my bare hand, and in that moment, we are alone on the sidewalk, the bustling shoppers rendered invisible by the spell of memory. I reach out to press my fingers against the glass, and I am thirteen again, hearing Rosalind tell us she has rented this tiny shop for a bakery. I’d barely listened as my gaze tripped over my surroundings. I’d been little more than a child. I had no inkling of what this shop meant for my sister—not the dream it represented or the risk. The memories glide forward, and I am a few years older, working at the front counter and still peering past the windows, impatient for the end of my shift so I might wander and spend my shillings. More years pass, and I am twenty, come to collect Rosalind after a long day of work, and she is telling me of a man who came to buy pastries for his lover and ended up leaving without them . . . after an hour wasted trying to engage Rosalind in flirtatious conversation.

      “Men,” she says, with an eye roll. “He tried to tell me he was an earl’s son and his name was August, after the emperor. I’m not sure which was the more ridiculous claim.”

      “Augustus,” I say, only half paying attention. “The emperor’s name was Augustus.” I don’t hear what she says after that—my mind has already jumped forward to dinner and whether I can persuade her to spend a precious crown dining out.

      I look over at Nicolas. “I paid no attention to the shop when Rosalind had it. It was her pride and joy, and a tremendous accomplishment, and I was too busy thinking of everything else. I never realized how difficult it must have been for her until I was much older. Until this shop was out of her life.”

      His hand tightens around mine. He could remind me that I was a child. He could make excuses for my selfishness, but he only says, “I found it hard to see my older siblings’ struggles until I was grown. They seemed to breeze through life, while I stumbled and staggered, and when they helped me to my feet, I only resented needing the assistance.”

      I nod. “Yes, Rosalind slipped into the role of parent, and I saw only how she ordered me about and acted as if she were my mother. I did not see that she had to be my mother.” I look up at the sign over the shop. “I wish I had understood the significance of this place better when she had it, but I understand it now.”

      “And that is enough. Shall we go inside? I believe we have a reservation.”

      He opens the door. Inside, the counter is the same one I’d learned to hate for the hours I was expected to work behind it. It’d been a mere handful of hours, I should point out, while my sister had been there from before dawn to after dusk. I will apologize properly when I can, and for now, the fact that Rosalind led me here means she has forgiven my youthful selfishness.

      When Rosalind had her bakery, there was the counter, plus rows of shelves and a few tables to the right, where shoppers could rest their feet with a nibble and a cup of tea. In this new version, a curtain divides the bakery from the dining area, with a silken rope that politely asks us to wait to be seated.

      A young woman appears from behind the curtain, and when she does, I have to bite my cheek to keep from laughing. She’s dressed as if she belongs in my world—or, I suppose, the modern idea of what someone from my world might wear, which looks like a young parlor maid’s uniform, complete with a frilly mop cap.

      “Miranda Hastings,” Nicolas says. “I believe we have a table reserved.”

      “Oh!” the young woman says, turning to me. “Ms. Hastings. Yes! I have your table, and we are delighted to have you here. Absolutely delighted.”

      “Er . . . thank you. I am . . . delighted to be here.”

      She laughs softly. “I’m sorry. That sounded a little overenthusiastic, didn’t it? The gentleman who made the reservation told us you’re a distant descendant of our Rosie.” Her brown cheeks darken in a blush. “I mean, she’s your Rosie, obviously. The original Rosalind.”

      I smile. “Ah. Apologies if I seemed confused. I know my sis—great-great . . . great grandmother once owned this shop. I did not expect anyone else to know it.”

      “Oh, we do, and we have reserved a place of honor for you both, as our most esteemed guests.”

      Not letting us fade into the background for a second, are you, August?

      The young woman takes our jackets and then exclaims over my dress.

      “It’s gorgeous,” she says. “Wonderfully retro.”

      I take a guess at what “retro” means and say, “As is yours.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “It’s not exactly historically accurate. I studied Victorian history when I was in uni, and I’ve suggested tweaks, but this is what people expect.”

      I start to say, “You went to university?” but stop myself. I would mean it in a most positive way—imagine being a woman who can easily attend a university!—but it would sound as if I meant she did not seem the type. I must wonder, though, at a young woman with a university education waiting tables in a tearoom. Perhaps the twenty-first century is not quite the utopia I imagine.

      The young woman—Suravi, according to a tag on her dress—takes us into the dining room, which is much bigger than when Rosalind owned it. The bakery has taken over an adjoining shop, and the dining room now has more than a dozen tables. All are bedecked with white linen cloths, bright red and green serviettes and sprigs of holly.

      Suravi shows us to ours, which is indeed the best in the house. It was also my favorite spot in Rosalind’s bakery, and my eyes tear again as I see it.

      The shop is located on a corner, and this seat looks out at the side road. In my time, that road had been less than savory, and Rosalind had kept the window curtained. I’d always opened it and sat with my tea and scone as I watched the truly fascinating tableaus unfold on that lane after dark.

      “Is it as you remember?” Nicolas says once Suravi has left the table.

      “The view is certainly prettier,” I say as I nod at the window with its holiday decor and falling snow. “I once saw a man stabbed outside this window. It was quite thrilling.”

      Nicolas sputters a laugh.

      “Oh, he survived,” I say quickly. “Otherwise, I would have to say it was horrible and appalling.”

      His lips twitch. “Even if you might have felt it was at least a little thrilling?”

      “Precisely. I do recall there was a fair bit of blood. It ran right down the street, the brightest shade of red against the snow.”

      “Very festive.”

      “I thought so.” I lay my fingers on his hand. “Is this all right? I know this is a treat for me more than you.”

      “The treat for me is watching your face, crécerelle. I appreciate the glimpse into your past. Also, I will not turn down a Christmas tea. Admittedly, food is not your country’s crowning achievement, but you do excel at afternoon tea.”

      I nod toward the sign in the window. “High tea, you mean.”

      “Even I know they are using entirely the wrong word, unless they plan to serve steak-and-kidney pie. But language changes, like everything else, and I trust this will actually be a full low tea, complete with sweets and sandwiches.”

      Suravi returns with the menu, printed on fine vellum. She tells us that whoever made the reservations has “prepurchased” the full tea service with “prosecco” for us, though we are free to choose anything else in its place.

      We say that the tea service will be fine, and she confirms that we do not have any allergies, sensitivities or food prohibitions. I’m not quite sure what that means, though again I can interpret in context, and Nicolas assures her we do not. We select our tea from a second menu filled with a truly wonderful array of choices.

      After she leaves, Nicolas lays his menu between us and points at it. “Did you see this?”

      I follow his finger as he turns his menu to face me. Then I find myself grinning. All of the pastries with the tea are apparently made from “recipes by the original Rosalind Courtenay née Hastings.”

      “The original Rosalind,” I say. “I wonder if I can sneak that into my purse.”

      “I am certain they will give you a copy, as a keepsake.” He nods to my left. “Did you see that as well?”

      I turn my chair. On the wall, there are shelves filled with items from “the original Rosalind.” That makes me laugh. The original Rosalind’s rubbish, they mean—all the kitchen utensils and such that she didn’t bother to take with her when she closed the shop to marry August.

      “Ooh, see that bowl?” I say. “The one with the blue stripe and a crack in it?”

      “I presume you dropped it.”

      I sniff, straightening. “Certainly not.”

      “Ah, my mistake. You threw it at someone.”

      I waggle a finger at him. “That is most uncharitable. Had I thrown the bowl, it would have shattered. I simply dropped it onto a gentleman’s hand. The poor man had fallen into a trance, staring at my bosom, and I had to snap him out of it.”

      Nicolas grins. “Your bosom is very entrancing.”

      “And you have my permission to be entranced, as you are not a fifty-year-old man ogling a fifteen-year-old girl.”

      “He got off easily, then.”

      “Only because I did not yet know how to use a sword.”

      He reaches for my hand again, and we hold hands atop the table.

      “I will be rewarded for this later, non?” he says.

      I arch my brows. “For suffering through tea at my sister’s former bakery?”

      “I said that is no hardship. I mean a reward for not seizing upon that conversational entrée.”

      “Conver—? Ah.”

      “You mentioned swords, and I did not leap at the opportunity to remind you, yet again, that you needn’t give your gladius to the museum.”

      “Thank you. My mind is quite made up on the subject.”

      “I know.” He lifts my fingers and kisses them, just as Suravi returns to the table. Seeing that, she seems quite ready to swoon and gives me a look that is both envy and appreciation.

      “Your bubbly,” she says and sets down two flutes of what looks like champagne. Then she adds two small pots of steaming tea and promises our trays will be out soon.

      I lift the bubbling wine. “Champagne?”

      He sniffs it and says, “Non, certainement pas,” with a curl of his lip that has me laughing.

      “Well then, having no such refined taste, and being very fond of ‘bubbly’ in any form, I shall take yours.”

      I reach for his glass, but he whisks it from my grasp. “I did not say I would not drink it. Only that it is not champagne.”

      “Then you cannot drink it. It would be an insult to your nation.”

      “My ‘nation’ does not produce champagne. It produces coffee.”

      My cheeks heat. “Apologies.”

      “You were teasing, and so I only tease you back.”

      Still, I won’t make that mistake again. Having been to Martinique, I better understand his situation. Nicolas is the son of a French marquis, but he was born and raised on an island where people who look like him work on slave plantations owned by his grandfather’s countrymen.

      Nicolas has family aiding in the revolts in Haiti, and he already knows, from our forays into the future, that Martinique will follow and become free. He is “French” in the sense that it is the language he speaks, but he does not consider himself “French” in nationality.

      Nicolas deftly changes the subject to the menu, asking whether I remember any of these pastries from the shop’s first incarnation. The menu has been obviously altered for a “Christmas tea,” and there are indeed a few items I recall Rosalind serving at the holidays, including little crescents filled with nuts, and sugary fried dough filled with jam. They had been part of our holiday celebrations growing up, and it is only now that Rosalind and I realize our grandmother had made them not for Christmas, but for Hanukkah. Nicolas and I are discussing that when the tea tray arrives, along with a note from “the gentleman who made the reservation.”

      Once Suravi has left, I open the note and shake my head. “It seems we have not yet finished our treasure hunt. The next portion is this evening, and we are told to ‘dress warmly.’ At least they are giving us time to return to the hotel and ‘rest’.”

      “That is very kind,” Nicolas says. “We do require a great deal of rest.”

      I smile at him. “We do indeed.”

      “Now, tell me what else belongs to Rosalind’s bakery,” he says, gesturing at the festive tray. “And we shall fortify ourselves for both our rest and this evening’s mystery adventure.”
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      As we eat, talk turns to our post-holiday plans. Nicolas would like to return to the twenty-first century and spend a few months absorbing the medical expertise available here. He is debating whether to study in England or France—possibly even the Americas, as we can more easily travel there in this time.

      He hopes Bronwyn can help us choose a location, preferably near a medical university, where he may attend lectures and make use of their libraries. I will leave the choice to him. It is his education, after all, and I can pursue my career anywhere.

      As for how we will fund such a sojourn, while we are both financially comfortable, that money will not take us far in the twenty-first century. The Thornes have offered to “sponsor” us, but there is a second solution, which we both prefer: find objects in our own times that are more valuable in this one and bring them through. Of course, we will need the Thornes’ help selling them, but that is preferable to accepting their kind offer of sponsorship.

      We eat, and we sip our “bubbly,” and we drink far too much tea, and soon Nicolas has to excuse himself to use the water closet, which I presume is the destination of the arrowed sign discreetly marked “Toilet.”

      When Nicolas returns, he reaches for my hand, his dark eyes dancing as he whispers, “Come, there is something you must see.”

      “If it is in the water closet, I’d best not,” I say. “Unless you are suggesting we use it for another purpose.”

      “I fear it is far too small for that.”

      “Oh, I am certain we could make it work.”

      His smile grows. “I am certain we could, crécerelle, but I believe this is something you will find even more enticing.”

      “I hardly think that’s possible,” I say. “But lead away.”

      He takes me toward the back hallway. Instead of turning down it, he tugs me to a glass display.

      “Do you recognize this?” he says, gesturing to a book under the glass.

      I move up to the case and lean as close as I dare. Beneath the glass there is an open book, one yellowed with age. A skim of the text has me gasping.

      It is . . . Well, it is the book I am currently writing, which is disorienting indeed. I’m looking at words I wrote a month ago, on the beach in Martinique while Nicolas spent time with his family. Yet these are not my exact words, which means they are the ones I will have when I edit the book . . . months from now.

      I’m looking at the finished version of a book I’ve not yet finished writing.

      The floor seems to tip under my feet, but a thrill also ignites deep in my chest.

      This is the book I am writing. I will finish it. I will publish it. Over a hundred and fifty years later, a copy of it will sit under a glass case in my sister’s former bakery.

      Wait.

      Why is there a copy of my book in Rosalind’s bakery? I write under a pseudonym. Randall Hastings has no known connection to Rosalind Courtenay.

      As if anticipating my question, Nicolas’s forefinger hovers over the glass beside my book. Under it is a printed note, like the ones that adorn Rosalind’s objects on the shelves.

      I read that note, and I have to reach for Nicolas’s hand to steady myself as tears well again.

      “I hope those are tears of happiness,” he murmurs against my ear.

      I nod, and he hands me a handkerchief. That makes me laugh. Of all the items one could bring to this world, that would not have been my choice, but Nicolas is wonderfully practical.

      I press the silk to my eyes to stop the tears.

      “It is much-deserved recognition, crécerelle,” he says.

      Again, I can only nod. Then I read the note again.

      
        
        This novel was written by Rosalind’s youngest sister, Miranda, under the pen name Randall Hastings. It is one of many novels Miranda wrote under that name and, later, her own, and she is recognized as one of Britain’s first female adventure novelists. The works were very popular in their time, and reprints can be found online. Ask your server for a list of Miranda Hastings’s works, which are available in ebook, print and audio editions.

      

      

      “I do not even know what an ebook or audio edition is,” I say.

      Nicolas chuckles. “Nor do I. I do know one thing, though, crécerelle. Even today, people can read your stories.”

      I press the handkerchief against my eyes as his arm goes around my waist.

      “One of the first female adventure novelists,” he says. “That is truly an accomplishment. And one day, you will be able to write as yourself. That will be something, will it not?”

      I nod. I’m about to say more when Suravi stops short as she’s walking past us.

      “You found . . .” Her eyes round. “Miranda Hastings. I didn’t make the connection. She’s your namesake. Have you heard of her?”

      “We have,” Nicolas says when I can’t form words. “This display is truly a wonderful surprise.”

      Suravi beams. “It was my summer project. I’d heard of Miranda Hastings, and when I came to work here, I wondered if there was a connection. I did some digging and found she was Rosalind’s sister. They must have been quite the family.”

      Nicolas’s arm tightens around me. “They were.”

      “I’m sorry the note is so brief. I did originally have a longer one, with more biographical details, but then a patron went looking for more herself, and the information she found contradicted what I had. When I looked it up and found something different again”—she throws up her hands—“I decided that, clearly, Miranda didn’t want us doxing her. Apparently, her ghost is peppering the internet with fake stories.”

      I only understand about half of that, but I get the gist of it and have to smile. “She was a writer. She would want all the stories, even about herself.”

      “What you have here is perfect,” Nicolas says. “It invokes an air of mystery for a woman who earned it.”

      “True enough,” Suravi says. “That will be my new explanation, then. It’s intentionally vague to allow Ms. Hasting her cloak of mystery.”

      A table of patrons summons Suravi, and she hurries off. I look down at the note again.

      “Do you think that’s how it works, then?” I say. “The time travel? Because we are still writing our stories, the records keep changing?”

      “As they should,” he says, kissing my forehead. “Our stories should not yet be written, regardless of what time we are in. Now, let us finish our tea and move to our next chapter.”
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      “I do not think we require that,” Nicolas says once we are outside. He takes the directions to the bakery and wads them up.

      When I don’t even squawk, he glances over, brow rising.

      “I noted,” I say, “that while you have made a show of balling up those directions, you did not also toss them into that rubbish bin, which means you intend to attempt to navigate us back to the hotel without them, but you are not reckless enough to actually toss them away.”

      He chuckles under his breath. “Perhaps. Or perhaps now that you have pointed that out, I shall feel obliged to return to that bin and discard the directions, lest I display an unmanly lack of confidence in my navigational abilities.”

      “Lacking confidence in your ability to remember directions you followed only once, through a foreign city in a foreign time? You are mistaking a lack of confidence for a surfeit of common sense.”

      “Mais non, I am not. Which is why I have retained the instructions. However, having perhaps a surfeit of confidence in my manly ability to navigate, I am going to send us this way.”

      He loops his arm through mine and steers us across at the corner.

      I hurry past the stopped traffic and then stop. “You are already off track, Nico. We did not cross any roads.”

      “I know. That was, presumably, for our own safety. However, I would like to see a new street, and as I know the general direction we must travel, I believe we can manage a change of route.”

      I glance back as the motor vehicles resume their course. “How did you know they would stop for us?”

      “They did not.” He points at a metal box suspended high over the street. “They stopped for that. When it is green, they may go. When it is red, they must stop for traffic traveling the other direction . . . and for pedestrians.”

      “You are a genius.”

      “A true genius would have determined what the yellow light means. On our walk here, I observed that it sometimes seems to mean that the motorized vehicles should slow in preparation for stopping, while other times to mean they should accelerate before they must stop. I cannot quite determine how they know which meaning is intended.”

      I peer back at the corner, just as a light turns yellow. One motor vehicle accelerates while another stops. Then the vehicle behind the stopped one makes a dreadful honking, the driver waving what I suspect is not an enthusiastic greeting.

      “It is a mystery even to them, I believe,” I say.

      We continue down the road, taking our time now that we no longer have a reservation to meet. I trust that Nicolas is heading in the correct direction. If he is not, we will find our way. It is a lovely December late afternoon, with the sun just beginning to drop and the electric holiday lights coming on, each new display of color making me squeak in delight.

      “Oh, there seems to be a park ahead,” I say. “May we—”

      I stop as I recognize the massive building in that “park.” I stop and look around, getting my bearings to be certain.

      “It is the British Museum,” I say. “Bronwyn said our lodgings would be within walking distance.”

      “And so they are.” Nicolas glances over. “I had glimpsed it down the street as we walked. Our appointment is not until tomorrow, but I thought perhaps you would like to visit in advance of that and see where your gladius will lie.”

      I hesitate.

      “I am not attempting to dissuade you from donating it,” he says gently. “I have promised I am beyond that.”

      “I was actually thinking that I should very much like to spend a bit of time at the museum, as a visitor, but we also have an engagement this evening.”

      “An engagement without a reservation. The note only says that we must attend between dusk and midnight. We would have time to visit the museum, return to our room and enjoy some private time there before we discover the evening’s surprise festivities.”

      I grip his arm tighter. “Yes, then. Please. If you do not mind.”

      “If you think I mind such a thing, crécerelle, then you do not know me at all. We are about to visit a museum filled with history, some of which is yet to come for us. It is a singular opportunity.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It seems our visit will be short, as we are warned the museum closes in less than an hour. We could have been inside sooner if we hadn’t needed to go through a “security line.” Bronwyn warned us about this, and I grieve that such a thing is necessary, but I appreciate the precautions being taken. In truth, the queue is nearly nonexistent, and that is only an excuse for our dallying, when in reality, we take so long entering because we are busy gaping while comparing memories.

      The British Museum opened in the middle of the eighteenth century, and Nicolas visited it when his ship docked in London. However, what he visited is not the building we see today but a mansion called Montagu House, located on the same spot. While it was founded as a museum open to all curious minds, the reality at the time was much different, and Nicolas only obtained entry through the connections of his ship’s captain.

      I remember Montagu House as a vague memory. It was demolished when construction on the new building began. In my time, this new building is still under construction, though I have visited the first wing—the Enlightenment Gallery.

      I’m delighted to find that the museum is truly free now, with entry to all, and we’re both delighted to see the Enlightenment Gallery still open or—as we discover—it has been reopened. While it is not the building Nicolas visited, there is much in that gallery that we recognize, and we take some time enjoying those shared memories before we move into the newer sections.

      We are now moving through an exhibit that is of particular interest to Nicolas. Called “Living and Dying,” it includes customs from around the world, but the part that interests him most is the central display, which includes a look at the medical history of the modern British man and woman. While he’s reading a description, I notice a young man striding through.

      “Oh!” I say. “They have performances.”

      Nicolas turns, and I nod toward the young man, who has stopped to peer into a case.

      “Either he is dressed for a performance, or some people here dress very retro, as Suravi called it. That outfit is from before your time.”

      Nicolas frowns, and I direct his gaze to a boy of about eighteen, dressed in a plain coat with deep cuffs, a tricorn hat, and a ruffled white shirt, his brown hair tied back with a black ribbon. Nicolas looks at me as if trying to understand the joke.

      Then I understand the problem and curse under my breath.

      “Ah,” he whispers. “We are not the only time-travelers admiring the future. It is a ghost.”

      I cursed because I am usually far quicker to realize that is what I am seeing. In my world, if I spot someone in very outdated garb, it is the first assumption I make . . . which has more than once led to some embarrassment when a “ghost” turned out to be an elderly—and very alive—person who continued to wear the fashions of their youth. I am not yet steady in this world, and so when I saw what I would otherwise presume to be a ghost, my mind offered alternate explanations.

      I watch the young man. Yes, if a ghost realizes I can see them, they may try to converse with me, but in my experience, they often only want nothing more than conversation, and I would hardly begrudge them a few minutes of my time.

      “He seems confused,” I murmur.

      “I find this entire exhibit quite confusing,” Nicolas says. “But if he is a ghost, then he cannot be newly arrived.”

      “He should not be.” I give a shiver. “After three hundred years, I would have hoped he could have crossed over.”

      “They become trapped if their murder is not solved, non?”

      “That’s the main reason, though there are others. Sometimes they bind themselves here, intentionally or otherwise, through unfinished business.”

      I watch the young man as he backs away from the display case and then turns, looking around as if in a fog, before striding in the other direction.

      I shiver as I shake my head. “He seems lost, which would be logical if he had only recently passed on, but that does not make sense.”

      “What is he doing?”

      “He has left the exhibit.”

      “Would you like to follow?” Nicolas asks.

      I hesitate.

      “That means yes, you would,” Nicolas says. “You are concerned for his welfare, and you would like to see what is the matter. There is nothing wrong with enjoying a mystery if you are also seeking to help. I believe that should be our motto, though with much more succinct wording. Shall we follow, in the pursuit of altruism and answers?”

      “Please.”
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      We have followed the young man through two levels and two announcements that the museum will be closing soon. One moment, the ghost will look around in utter confusion at both the exhibits and the people. Then he will seem to snap back to himself and stride purposely straight through the throngs. While we do not have trouble keeping up, I am uncertain how to speak to him without causing a scene that others will notice.

      I also hope to better understand the situation. I have never encountered a case where a ghost from the very distant past seems not to understand where he is or what has happened to him. Yet this one also appears to have moments of clarity, in which his purposeful stride suggests he knows exactly where he is and why.

      Finally, we are on the upper floor, in an exhibit that features timepieces. The two rooms are not the busiest of exhibits, and everyone else there appears to be only cutting through on their way to the exits. We continue following the ghost to a back corner. There, he stops at a glass case. When he glances furtively around, Nicolas and I duck out of sight.

      I bend to watch through a display case as the ghost takes what looks like a small hammer from his pocket. Another glance around, and then a quick smack at the display case. Of course, nothing happens. The hammer, like the ghost, is incorporeal and passes right through the glass.

      Yet the ghost doesn’t seem to notice his failure to break the glass. He casts one more furtive glance around and then reaches into the display. He keeps looking one way and then the other as his fingers close around an object inside. Then he sneaks his hand up and under his jacket, as if secreting something away. When he looks back at the display, though, the object is obviously still there, and he lets out a snarled curse of frustration before trying again, as if his fingers are too slippery to hold it.

      A throat clearing behind us has Nicolas and me startling. We turn to see a woman folding her arms over her chest.

      “Museums are no place for hide-and-seek.” She sniffs. “Aren’t you both a little old for that?”

      I don’t see any sign that she’s an employee. I’m about to ask when a man joins her, and they continue toward the exit.

      “Interfering busybody,” I mutter. “I would have hoped they’d have gone extinct by now.”

      I turn back toward the ghost, only to see him fleeing, obviously startled by the woman. I’m telling Nicolas what I saw when a voice overhead announces that the museum is now closed for the day, and we are to proceed to the nearest exit.

      I glance toward the exhibit the ghost tried to break into.

      “I do not believe that announcement applied to us,” Nicolas says.

      “I’m quite certain it applies to everyone, Nico.”

      “There you are mistaken, crécerelle. As with every rule, there is an exception made for those in dogged and genuine pursuit of altruism and answers. What did our concierge call it? Humanitarian missions? I believe this qualifies, and if it does not . . .” He leans in to whisper, “It makes an excellent excuse for a relatively minor crime, would you not agree?”

      “I do see your point.”

      “I knew you would. Let us discover what our ghost was attempting to steal, and I will listen for footsteps.”

      While Nicolas keeps an eye and ear out for museum staff, we slip to the display case that the ghost was so determined to smash. It’s a small glass box on a pedestal with a single object in it. When I see it, my heart skips.

      “Mon dieu,” Nicolas breathes. “Now that is a timepiece worth a thousand pounds.”

      It’s a clock. The note on the case describes it as a desk clock, but it would look equally at home on a woman’s vanity table . . . if that woman happened to be a queen. The clock is red tortoiseshell with gold gilt. A glass door on the front reveals the clock face, and the door itself has twelve tiny roundels, each with an astrological sign. In each corner of the clock box is a phase of the moon with a tiny scene depicting a similar phase of life: a new moon with an infant and so on.

      The description card says the clock is notable not only for its value and design but for its remarkable history. It once belonged to Maria Theresa of Spain, queen consort to France’s King Louis XIV. There, it had been stolen by a lady-in-waiting. After that, it was rumored to have surfaced several times before it wound up in Scotland in the early part of the eighteenth century, where it was purchased by a speculator, who planned to sell it back to the French Crown . . . only to have it stolen on the way to London.

      Stolen by a highwayman, believed to be the legendary Dick Turpin. After Turpin was hanged, the clock wasn’t found among his stashes. It stayed missing until the museum opened, when it was donated. Upon discovering the clock’s history, the museum offered to return it to France, but France didn’t want it, alleging the object was . . .

      “Cursed,” I whisper.

      “Hmm,” Nicolas says.

      I elbow him. “At least pretend it is a possibility. For the sake of imagination.”

      “Cursed.” He gives an exaggerated shudder. “Perhaps we ought not to stand so close.”

      “That is better.” I eye the clock again. “The young man was attempting to steal this. He seemed confused that he could not. Given his attire, I believe he came from around the time it was rumored to have been in the possession of Dick Turpin.”

      “Am I supposed to know who that is?” Nicolas says.

      “Only the most famous highwayman in history.”

      “Most famous English highwayman, in English history.”

      “Is there a more famous one in Martinique history?”

      “We do not have highwaymen.”

      “Because it is an English term. Therefore, I was not being biased when I said he was the most famous.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      I sigh, and I start to explain when footsteps sound. We both duck behind a display. A woman passes, doing a sweep for tarrying visitors.

      “I want to find the young man,” I say. “See what he was up to.”

      “I do not believe I am stopping you, crécerelle, nor doing anything so dull as suggesting we ought to leave because it is apparently time for us to leave.”

      I smile at him. “Then let us search in secret and hope we are not caught.”
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      We are caught. Caught so quickly that I burn with the humiliation of it. Apparently, there are mechanical eyes in the museum, things called “security cameras.” I know what cameras are—I am from a time when they existed—but only vaguely understand ones that take moving pictures.

      Having been to the 1950s, I’ve seen a television. But the idea that you can use such devices to monitor a building never occurred to me. It is terribly clever, though, and even if it’s also rather inconvenient, I acknowledge the right of the museum to escort us off the premises. At least they did so very kindly, when Nicolas did all the talking and portrayed us as visitors from Martinique who misinterpreted the English announcement.

      We stand outside the museum, and I gaze back at it through the gathering darkness.

      “We will search for the ghost tomorrow,” Nicolas says.

      I nod.

      His arm goes around me, tugging me out of the cold and into the shelter offered by the fence. “You are troubled, crécerelle?”

      I hesitate and then shake my head. “Only curious.”

      When he does not reply, my cheeks heat. “Yes, a little troubled. I did not want to sound silly.”

      “It is not silly to be concerned for a ghost that seems confused. One can be curious and concerned at the same time.”

      I give a small smile. “In pursuit of altruism and answers?”

      He pulls me in front of him, arms around my waist, face lowered over mine. “That will be our motto. We must find the proper Latin and ask Edmund to devise us a coat of arms.”

      I laugh under my breath. “Rosalind does have him terribly fascinated with knights. It does not help that she insists that is what you are.”

      “A knight and a pirate. Truly the dream life for a six-year-old child.” He tilts his head. “And perhaps for a twenty-seven-year-old man. You are curious and concerned about the ghost, and so we shall pursue it.” He pulls out the note we received at the bakery. “I hope you do not mind if I suggest we postpone our rest and have our adventure first, leaving the remainder of the evening to ourselves.”

      “That is an excellent idea, as it is already dark.” I loop my arm through his. “I trust you will follow the directions this time?”

      “Certainement. I can make no such promises for our return walk, but as I do not know our destination, I had best use this.” He waves the note. “Tell me the story of Dick Turpin as I navigate.”
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      The street is even more magical now that the sun has set. Gone are the workers scurrying about their business, replaced by shoppers and merrymakers. I stop to smile at two small children so bundled in winter wear that they can barely toddle. A group of girls no more than fifteen pass us, laughing and teasing one of their party, and I envy them their freedom to walk the streets alone together in such a world.

      Then there are the decorations. Christmas ones, of course, but also other winter celebrations, many of which I do not recognize, and I make a mental note to investigate further.

      As we walk, I tell Nicolas about Dick Turpin.

      “That is quite the tale,” Nicolas says. “It sounds like the plot of one of your books.”

      “Oh, it’s been used in many a book,” I say. “Most famously, one called Rookwood, which was also the first Newgate novel I ever read.”

      “Newgate novels?” Nicolas says. “Does that have anything to do with the Newgate calendars?”

      I beam at him. “You know them?”

      “Some of the men on my ship were positively obsessed with them. I admit I was torn myself. The contents were rather concerning, yet I hate to judge anyone’s choice of reading material.”

      “They were extremely popular,” I say. “My father used to joke that he would be as likely to see that in a patient’s home as a copy of the Holy Bible. Often both, which was, as you might say, somewhat concerning.”

      He laughs at that. The Newgate calendar was originally a list of executions from Newgate prison. But then writers got hold of it, with their writerly imaginations, and “Newgate calendars” became the name for books of criminal biographies, often greatly embellished. Oh, they tried to put a God-fearing slant on the stories—this is what happens to naughty boys and wayward girls!—but the publishers knew exactly what the public wanted: lurid stories of scandal and crime.

      “Newgate novels,” I explain, “are books about criminals. You must read Oliver Twist. It is by a new author named Charles Dickens who . . .” I trail off. “Who would not be a new novelist in this time period. I wonder what became of him? I really must find out. I adored Oliver Twist. I also must see what became of William Thackeray. He despised Newgate novels and recently wrote one that was supposed to be a satire of them, but readers devoured it as the real thing.”

      “The poor man.”

      “Not at all. I have met him. He is singularly insufferable. I told him that I write, and he all but patted me on the head, as one would a dog who has learned to walk on two legs. As for Rookwood, Dick Turpin was a secondary character, but it ignited a mania for him as a historical figure who had been all but forgotten.”

      “So how much of Turpin’s tale is true . . . and how much is based on Rookwood?”

      I tap his arm. “That is an excellent question, sir. One that I ought to answer tomorrow, if I can. It will help in understanding that ghost’s tale.”

      “Or one that you could answer right now, I believe, if that is what it seems to be.”

      He points to the building beside us.

      “A library!” I exclaim as I read the sign.

      “Yes, and I did not at all make a wrong turn two roads back, circling us in entirely the wrong direction. It was intentional.”

      “Naturellement.” I pause. “Did I use that right?”

      “You did. So let us pretend I knew you would wish to visit the library, even if it was not along the way. I also have noted those black vehicles, which seem the motorized version of hansom cabs. I propose we visit the museum, answer your questions and then embark on a truly dangerous adventure.”

      “Attempting to hail one of those cabs and give the driver our list of directions?”

      “Oui.”
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      This is not simply any library we enter, but the British Library . . . and I have never seen it before. That’s not surprising, given that it is less than fifty years old. In my time, the library and museum were linked. The British Museum Library—as it was known—moved into the British Museum when I was young. From today’s visit to the museum, I know that the library eventually moved into the museum’s Reading Room. That has not yet happened in my time, and in the twenty-first century, it has moved again, to this building.

      I understand the basic concept of a lending library, having haunted them all my life. When one does not grow up with the funds to purchase sufficient reading material, one comes to know libraries intimately. In my case, I’d have driven even an earl to pauperhood with my reading needs.

      As I walk in, my heart trips with excitement. This is a twenty-first-century library. How many more books it will hold. Books from my future, yes, but also books from other countries, in a world where such things are much easier to obtain. A world of books—

      “Where are the books?” I ask, earning an amused look from an elderly woman leaving the building.

      We came in through a hall with a ceiling that gradually sloped up until we found ourselves in a massive room filled with tables and chairs and people.

      “There are books in the twenty-first century,” I whisper. “I know there are.”

      “There are indeed, and in a building this size, there are plenty of places to store them. I fear that the problem will not be finding the books but finding the correct books.”

      We climb a staircase and then head down a hall to find a room full of people reading.

      “I see books,” Nicolas mock-whispers at my ear. “Now, we must trace them to their source.”

      We continue through the room and wander until we find another like it, with more people reading.

      “This is indeed a mystery,” Nicolas says.

      “Y’all need some help?”

      The accent is American, and we turn to see a young man. He doesn’t seem to be a member of the staff. Just a patron, with a satchel over his shoulder. A student, if I were to guess.

      “We are looking for books,” I say.

      His cheek twitches. “You’ve come to the right place.”

      I glance around.

      “Ah, first time here?” he says.

      I nod.

      “Do you have a pass?” he asks.

      “We require a pass to enter the library?”

      “No, to request books.”

      Nicolas and I look at each other.

      “We are visitors,” Nicolas says, “newly arrived in the city on holiday.”

      The young man looks about, as if realizing this interaction might require more than a few moments of his time.

      “We will find a librarian,” I say.

      “Nah, I can walk you through it.” He leans a hip against a table. “Are you looking for something specific?”

      “Information on a historical figure.”

      “Rare documents?”

      I shake my head. “An ordinary book will do. We wish to separate fact from fiction.”

      He frowns. “You can’t find anything online?”

      “Online . . .” Nicolas says, exaggerating his accent, as if he simply doesn’t recognize the word in English.

      “On the internet,” the young man says.

      “We would prefer a book,” Nicolas says.

      “To be certain the information is correct,” I add.

      “Just check the source,” the young man says. “Don’t rely on Wikipedia.”

      When we hesitate, he takes out his mobile phone, and I think he must be receiving a call. Instead, his fingers tap over the screen.

      “Who are you looking for?” he says.

      “Dick Turpin.” I spell it.

      More tapping. Then he smiles. “A highwayman? Cool. Let’s see. Okay, here’s what you want.”

      He turns the tiny screen around. On it is words. Many words. It takes a moment for me to adjust to that—I can certainly read them, but the format is so small. Then I spot a headline, as if in a newspaper: “The Myth of Highwayman Dick Turpin Outlives the Facts.”

      “Oh!” I say. “That is precisely what we need.”

      I’m about to ask how he stored such information on his phone when I recall Bronwyn talking about the internet. I admit I did not pay much attention—while I was certainly interested, I found the concept quite overwhelming. Exciting, to be sure, but with a vastness that my brain rejected. Information—endless information—floating through the air, able to be seized by devices called computers. Yet this is not a computer. It is a phone.

      I carefully take out our mobile phone. “Could you show me . . . ?”

      I trail off, realizing how strange it will sound for me to ask him how to use such a thing. That might work if I were significantly older. Rather like needing to show an elderly relative how to operate gas lights. But we are of an age where we would have grown up with devices like this.

      “Could you show us where you have found that?” Nicolas says. “On the internet.”

      Again, he exaggerates his accent so that if he uses incorrect words, it will seem the mistake of a non-native English speaker.

      “It’s a site called The History Press,” the young man says. “Seems legit.”

      He shows us his screen again.

      I lift my phone and try to figure out how to get the screen to look like his.

      “Forgive us,” Nicolas says. “Our mobile phone is new. A friend lent it to us for our travels.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got a different carrier and SIM card here in the UK. Saves a lot of money. I’m guessing you’re used to an android.”

      “Yes,” I say, as if I understood any of that.

      “May I?” He gestures at our phone. When I nod, he leans over and hits buttons. “First, you need the Wi-Fi on. There. Hooked up. Now the browser. Okay, type in . . .”

      He tells me what to type. I have seen typewriters in the future—they do not exist in my time—and so I understand the concept of pressing tiny letters to form words. It seems much slower than writing them out, but Bronwyn insists it will revolutionize my occupation. I will take her word for it.

      I find all the right buttons, and the article appears on my phone, just as it did on his.

      “Oh!” I say and then cover my surprise with a heartfelt “Thank you.”

      Nicolas nods. “Merci beaucoup.” He pats the young man on the back. “We will let you return to your studies, but we very much appreciate the time you have taken for us.”

      “No problem. I know what it’s like to be in a strange country. Enjoy the rest of your stay.”

      As we walk away, I whisper, “What did you put into his pocket?”

      Nicolas’s brows rise.

      “You patted his back,” I say. “That is not a gesture you typically make, and so you were using the opportunity to slip a token of gratitude into his pocket, not wishing to risk offense by offering it outright.”

      “It was nothing,” he says. “As you say, a token of gratitude. A mere shilling.”

      He takes a handful of coins from his pocket, and I have to laugh. They are indeed shillings, which are no longer in use, in a world where even a pence is all but worthless. Yet these are mint-condition shillings from the eighteenth century, and while I doubt they are worth a fortune, they are certainly worth far more than their face value.

      “I left one on our table after tea,” he says, “and I slipped one into our concierge’s pocket when she handed me the packages. I have also deposited several on our walk, dropped into the snow. I do not know what they are worth, but at the very least, they will be an interesting find for those who spot them.”

      I squeeze his arm. “Have I mentioned how much I adore you?”

      “Not in the past hour or so. I was feeling quite bereft. But now that you have . . .” He holds out a few of the shillings. “You may enjoy the fun yourself.”

      “I will indeed,” I say.

      “Now, what does that tiny box of wonder tell us about Mr. Turpin? I am guessing by the headline that he is not quite the heroic figure of legend he seemed.”

      “Apparently not. Shall we read the article in a cab? We ought to reach our next destination before it grows too late.”

      “An excellent plan. Now, having thoroughly impressed you with my shilling trick, I shall redouble my achievements by completing the Herculean task of calling for a cab.”
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      Nicolas was joking about the Herculean task of calling for a cab. How much different can it be in this world? We have seen the motorized hansom cabs, and we simply need to wave one down. We spend ten minutes doing that before a kind passerby informs us that we need to look for a black cab with a yellow light on. If the light is off, it is occupied—even if there appear to be no passengers, the driver has been summoned to collect one.

      Finding a cab with its light on takes another ten minutes, but by then, Nicolas is determined enough that he all but steps in front of it to get its attention. Once we are inside, we are presented with our next obstacle: convincing the poor fellow to follow our list of directions. Again, Nicolas plays the hapless French tourist, while being very apologetic and contrite. Our friends sent us on this hunt, but it’s getting late, and we went the wrong way.

      I expect the driver to grumble, but he seems quite amused, and once he sees the list of directions, he says, “Oh, they’re sending you to Hyde Park.”

      When I express surprise, he laughs. “I’m a London cab driver, miss. I’ve taken the Knowledge.”

      “The . . . knowledge?” I say.

      He pulls into traffic. “It’s the test for becoming a cab driver in London. You must be able to give the shortest route to any place within six miles of Charing Cross. That’s twenty-five thousand streets.”

      “That is incredible,” Nicolas says.

      “Takes years of study to pass it,” the driver says, with understandable pride. “They’d revoke my license if I didn’t know this”—he shakes the list—“took you from your hotel to Hyde Park. You were right to hail a cab. It’s quite a walk from the library.”

      I had intended to peruse the Dick Turpin article as we drove, but Nicolas and our driver engage in a conversation about which is more difficult—the test to become a doctor or a cab driver, and it is entertaining enough that I forget all about Dick Turpin. Then we arrive at our destination, and I am all but crawling over Nicolas to see out the window, my nose touching the cold glass.

      The driver gives a soft laugh. “Never seen the Wonderland, miss?”

      “No, but they have certainly chosen the right name for it.”

      Lights. That is all I see. Illumination in such abundance and color that I cannot quite believe my eyes haven’t failed simply from overstimulation. Lights on trees, on light poles, on circus tents, on a giant wheel that soars into the night sky. And the people! They are everywhere, bundled up against the cold, happily braving it to enjoy the delights of a winter’s fair that stretches as far as the eye can see.

      “Best have your wallet full,” the driver jokes as Nicolas pays him. “This will set you back a bit.”

      “I believe our friends have taken care of that.”

      The driver wishes us a heartfelt good night, and we are off, with me nearly stumbling along in my excitement, my boots slipping on the new snow. Nicolas catches my hand, and we follow the instructions to a spot where we give our names and receive tickets to, well, everything.

      We are assured that every show and every “ride experience” is included, and our “hosts” have also left an envelope, which we open to find a hundred pounds and August’s script saying simply, “Enjoy!”

      The next few hours are magical. It is a wonderland beyond imagining to anyone from our world. There are exhibits we understand. Skating! A circus! Ice sculptures! Then there are the “rides.” Some are wondrous but sedate, such as that giant wheel I saw. It whisks us up over the park, where we can see the entire city. It is glorious and romantic, as we snuggle in our cart, entranced by the lights of the city.

      Then there are the other rides. Oh, those other rides.

      On the drive to York, when the winter sun had been beating down, Bronwyn had briefly lowered the top on her motor vehicle, as I most eagerly wanted to experience such a thing. It had taken my breath away, quite literally, and after those first moments of primal terror, I’d loved it, my hair whipping behind me, heart beating ever faster with sheer exhilaration.

      The world that created those motor vehicles took the same mechanics and applied them to these carnival rides. How can we go faster? What if we go faster in circles? What if we whiz in a tiny cart down steep hills and around tight corners? What if we whirl up into the air and then swing down again? Oh, these are magical things. Ride experiences indeed. I insist on taking the “roller coaster” three times, although I will admit I regret the third, as we had just visited a Viking-inspired tent to warm ourselves with a fire and hot cocoa laced with alcohol.

      There is a fair bit of alcohol. I suspect I would not want to be here late, when people will have visited too many of those tents, but it is still early, and there are children everywhere, and it is a family affair.

      After the rides, we discover the holiday market, and we browse the stalls of handmade goods. Nicolas buys me a scarf, and I buy him one to match, and we don them as the temperature drops lower. Then we return to buy seven more, all matching, for holiday gifts.

      The stall keeper promises to keep the scarves until we have finished our visit, and we head off back into the fair. We take in another circus, and we climb to ride the ice slide, and we don rented skates, and then we find a quiet spot, where we collapse in the snow and stare up at the night sky, our hands entwined. We’re quiet now, quiet and happy, in our little bubble of peace away from the roar and shriek of the winter’s fair.

      “Shooting star,” I say, pointing. “Make a wish.”

      Nicolas’s hand squeezes mine, and we make our wishes.

      “What was yours?” he says.

      “You are not supposed to reveal a wish.”

      “Then I defy convention yet again. I wished to come here again when it is fifty years hence. When we are old and white haired, we will step through the stitch, and it will bring us to this exact year, and we will do this all over again. We will walk past this spot, and we will see the ghosts of ourselves lying here, happy, and we will be just as happy.”

      Tears prickle my eyes. “That is an excellent wish.”

      “And yours?”

      “I wished never to forget this night. Not simply what we have seen and done, but how we felt. I imagine that if one lived in this world all one’s life, by our ages, such things might not be as magical. The fair would be too loud, too bright, too frenetic. I hope that I will always be able to see such things as we do now, as if we are children gazing upon them for the first time. That no matter where we go and what we see, we will never become immune to the world’s wonders.”

      “Another excellent wish. Not merely wishes, I think, but choices. We will choose to never become immune to wonder, and we will choose to find our happiness, together, whether we are young or aged, whether life treats us well or ill.”

      I inch closer, my side against his, my face upturned as snow begins to fall anew.

      When footsteps crunch near us, I lift my head to see two middle-aged women, their hands clasped in a way that says they are not simply very good friends, and my heart soars at that freedom. When they spot us, they give a start and share a small laugh.

      “Do not worry,” I say. “We have not fallen drunk in the snow. We are simply being silly.”

      “Nothing silly about finding a moment’s peace on a beautiful winter’s night,” the taller woman says. “It’s a little busy today.”

      “It’s the snow,” her partner says. “We might actually get a white Christmas for once.”

      I open my mouth to say that we’ve had snow the past few years. Then I remember my past few years were nearly two centuries ago.

      “Would you like us to take your picture?” The first woman lifts her phone, waggling it, and I realize she’s saying she can take a photograph with that. I have seen Bronwyn do such a thing, but I did not realize our phone could do it as well. The woman’s phone looks just like ours, though, and so I take ours out, unlock the screen and say, “If you would be so kind.”

      “I love your accent,” the second woman says. “Where are you from?”

      I think she must mean Nicolas, but he hasn’t spoken. I am from here. From London. I had not realized I might have an accent. I know my word choices are not always theirs, but I suppose my way of speaking must be different, too.

      “Up north,” I say. “Yorkshire.” Which is not entirely a lie, as I have spent much time there with Rosalind. “But I have been abroad, and so I believe I have picked up a little from everywhere.”

      “And I have quite possibly infected her as well,” Nicolas says.

      The second woman grins. “Oh, now that is a very pretty accent. French by way of the Caribbean is my guess. My mum came over from Jamaica.”

      “I am from Martinique.”

      The first woman tells us to smile, and we do. After a few flashes of the camera, I turn to kiss Nicolas’s cheek, and they take another.

      “Lovely,” the first woman says. “I think I got some good ones.”

      “May I return the favor?” Nicolas says. “A photograph of the two of you with the carnival in the background.”

      “We’d love that, thanks.”

      The woman opens the right screen, hands Nicolas the phone, and then they pose. Nicolas takes photographs, and after a few, they both turn, as if to kiss the other’s cheek, as I had, but instead end up facing one another. They share a kiss, and Nicolas takes the picture.

      “Magnifique,” he says.

      We talk for a few minutes before they leave.

      “It does indeed grow late,” Nicolas says. “May I suggest one last hot alcoholic beverage and one last ride on the roller coaster?”

      “May we reverse the order of those events?”

      “You are wise. Yes. The roller coaster, and then we shall collect our scarves and have a drink to warm us for the trip back to our hotel.”
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      We do not walk back to the hotel. I want to—it is such a glorious night—but it is more than a mile, and Nicolas has noticed me limping despite my attempts to hide it. He bribes me with a second drink, this one in a public house made of ice. Then he hails us a cab.

      When I exit the cab, my ankle gives way, and while I will blame the boots, it may also be the unprecedented consumption of alcohol. Before I can right myself, Nicolas sweeps me up, over my protests.

      “Nico,” I say as he heads for the door. “You cannot carry me inside a hotel.”

      “Cannot? That sounds suspiciously like a challenge. Do you dare suggest I lack the strength to do so?”

      “I know you do not. I suggest instead that it is most improper.”

      “This is the twenty-first century. I have the sense we are permitted to be improper.”

      The doorman swings open the large glass doors and says, “Sir. Ma’am,” as if nothing is amiss.

      “She has new boots,” Nicolas says. “And it was a very long evening of walking.”

      “I am fine,” I say.

      “Let me get the elevator for you, sir,” the doorman says.

      “I would appreciate that.”

      I let Nicolas carry me up to our room, where the magical card allows him to open the door without setting me down. Only when we are in the room does he toss me onto the bed. Before I can sit up, he begins unfastening my boots.

      Once both are off, he holds them aloft. “One would think that the twenty-first century could invent more comfortable boots.”

      “I have pockets,” I say. “That is all that matters.”

      He tosses the boots aside and slides beside me on the bed top. We sit, looking out the massive window to the illuminated world beyond.

      “Do you ever wake fearing this has all been a dream?” he says after a moment.

      I nod, silent.

      He props himself up. “There are few things as wonderful as that moment. I wake, fearing I have dreamed it all, and then you are beside me, and I know I have not, and that feeling . . .” He exhales. “I hope to never lose it.”

      “I have nightmares,” I blurt. “Nightmares where it has all been a wild fancy, and I am furious with myself for having such dreams, for thinking that I could move through time itself, that I could have such adventures, that I could meet such a man.”

      His fingers close around mine. “It is real, crécerelle.”

      I nod again without speaking.

      He gestures at the window. “That is real.” He motions to the room. “This is real.” His free hand reaches for a switch by the bed, hitting it and letting light fill the room. “That is real.”

      “And it is all wonderful, but what I truly care about”—I turn toward him and lift a finger to touch his cheek—“is that this is real.”

      “It is.”

      I lift his fingers to my own cheek, feeling his touch and leaning into it. “And that this is real.”

      “It is.” He cups my cheek and bends to brush his lips to mine. He looks into my eyes. “This is real. We are real. What we feel, what we share, my love for you.”

      “And mine for you,” I whisper. “I said once that it was frightening, and it still is sometimes. But it’s real. That is what matters.” I put my arms around his neck and pull him down with me. “It is all wonderfully, impossibly real, and I could not want anything more.”
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      We sleep until nine, which does not sound overly late, but we were not out overly late, either. Last night, when we returned to the hotel, there was a note asking us to text Helen when we woke so that a coffee tray might be delivered. We do so, and it is there within minutes, along with a plate of fruit and pastries, and a promise that breakfast will follow.

      I could very much get used to this. It is rather like having house staff, except with the added privacy of not needing to worry about dressing before they bring the morning meal. Nicolas threw on his dressing gown to fetch the coffee tray and then discarded it to return to bed.

      The tray holds both tea and coffee, which I appreciate. Nicolas is most fond of coffee, having grown up on it. To me, it was foul stuff that August drank. As I discovered, that was because the foul stuff was all we could obtain in our region and time. Nicolas has introduced me to true coffee, and that is what is delivered. I will have some, and then I will have some tea. It is indeed a rare decadence.

      We lounge in bed, naked, eating and drinking and talking, when I suddenly bolt upright.

      “Dick Turpin.” I twist to Nicolas. “I have forgotten about Dick Turpin.”

      “I am certain he does not mind. The dead rarely do.”

      I swat Nicolas’s thigh. “You would not say that if you had the Sight.”

      “Ah, yes. I stand corrected. Still, unless that ghost could have been Turpin . . .”

      “No. Which means that Mr. Turpin will indeed not mind, but I still need to read that internet story, in case I can help the young man.”

      I reach for the phone, which we plugged in before bed, on Bronwyn’s strict instructions. I am also rather pleased with myself for mentally using the phrase “plugged in” as if I am someone who has grown up in a world where one does such things.

      I take the phone, and I find the screen I need, but it is blank. At the top, there are the letters I inserted, but the screen only says that I am “not connected to the internet.”

      “Oh no,” I whisper. “I ought to have read it sooner. It has disappeared.”

      I show Nicolas. He lifts a finger and then slides from bed and returns with a card covered in plastic. It bears instructions, labeled “How to Connect to Wi-Fi.”

      “That is what the young man called it,” he says. “Wi-Fi, non?”

      “You are a genius.”

      Another lift of his finger as he takes the phone. “Do not proclaim me such yet, crécerelle. The instructions presume that one is familiar with the operation of the phone. Let me see if I can remember what he seemed to do.”

      It takes a few minutes, but soon Nicolas figures it out. I am most envious, and I remind myself that I must pay more attention. I am caught up in the wonders of this world, which is all very fine, but when someone is doing a thing I do not understand—be it crossing the street or hailing a cab or “connecting to Wi-Fi”—it behooves me to emulate Nicolas and study the method as best I can.

      This may be the city I grew up in, but it is still a foreign land. I ought to treat it as such and pay attention to the customs so that I am not floundering and constantly asking for help, which is not like me at all.

      I take the phone as he hands it to me.

      “I believe you must enter those letters again,” he says. “There is paper and a pen. Wait so I may copy them out.”

      He gets that, and I read the letters, but rather than enter them, I press a little symbol that looks like a circle with an arrow. To my delight, it does exactly what I hoped it would, and the page returns as it was, the article ready for us.

      I read it aloud, and with each word, I realize just how much my view of the highwayman was formed by fiction and legend. In my defense, it is not as if I had developed a keen interest in Dick Turpin. If I had, I’d have gone in search of factual accounts. Instead, it was rather like the stories of King Arthur or Queen Boudicca. I enjoyed all those legends as legends, with little thought to what lay behind them.

      What lies behind the legend of Dick Turpin is an entirely different man. I expected the account to be much like the book Nicolas might have inspired had I only met him in passing and inflated and expanded upon the little I knew of his exploits. Nicolas himself would still be the heroic figure he is. That is not at all the case with Dick Turpin. Instead, it is as if Nicolas told me about an ignominious scoundrel on his privateering crew, and I took inspiration from the story, elevating that person to hero, when he was quite another thing altogether.

      In my mind, the legend of Dick Turpin muddles together into a vague narrative, but he was clearly a Robin Hood sort, not unlike Nicolas, who helped a fishing village in their battle against a tyrannical lord. Any crimes that Nicolas committed were required to provide food and other relief to the villagers.

      While nothing in the legends suggested Turpin only robbed to give to the poor, they did say he targeted the wealthy and would provide for the poor as needed. Not a knight errant, but a decent enough man. A gentleman thief and a dashing romantic figure much admired by the ladies, whom he always treated chivalrously.

      According to the legend, when Turpin was about to be caught, he rode his horse, Black Bess, two hundred and fifty miles, just ahead of his pursuers. The poor beast eventually died of exertion, and he was taken captive. He was tried at York and condemned to hang, much to the dismay of his ardent supporters.

      The truth bears but the most passing resemblance to this tale. Yes, Turpin was a highwayman. Yes, he was executed. Those are the only facts that match the story.

      Dick Turpin began his working life as a butcher. He did not last long in that career before he used his knowledge of butchery to join a gang of cattle thieves. From there, he moved to robbery. Vicious robbery against the poor, having once poured boiling water on an elderly victim, once murdered a servant who caught him and, at least once, raped a woman of the household.

      From there, he became a highwayman, but only briefly, quitting after he killed his own partner-in-crime during a “botched” robbery. He then moved to horse theft and went to jail—under another name—for shooting a chicken. While in jail, a former teacher allegedly recognized his handwriting, and Turpin was then tried for his crimes.

      The only mourners at his funeral were paid—by him. He was no folk hero. When his story did appear in papers, he was clearly a villain, and only a minor one at that.

      By the time Nicolas was in England, Dick Turpin had passed from memory, only to be resurrected by William Harrison Ainsworth, who may have based his Rookwood version on early nineteenth-century ballads about the highwayman.

      “That is most disappointing,” Nicolas says as I finish explaining.

      I set the phone aside. “I did not have any particular attachment to the man’s story, and it is best to know the truth. I would hardly wish to use him as a minor character now.”

      “Unless he was a villain.”

      I shrug. “Perhaps not even then. I believe it is best to let Dick Turpin fade into the obscurity he so richly deserves. However, I still have a ghost who is most anxious to steal a clock associated with Mr. Turpin.”

      I pick up the phone again. “I would like to research the clock further. I presume this device can do so.” I peer at it. “Ah-ha. There is a place that says, ‘Search.’ That could be a clue.”

      “It might be.”

      We smile at each other. I type “Dick Turpin” into that spot and hit what looks like a magnifying glass. What I see is the screen I witnessed on the helpful student’s phone. I press one of the lines, as he did, and it returns me to the article I just read.

      “Excellent,” I say. “Now, let me see what I can find on that clock.”

      After ten minutes of searching, I have my answer . . . which is that I can find nothing more than I read on the museum display. In fact, most of it is the exact same wording and includes a reference to the museum display.

      “Apparently, I am cheating,” I say. “And Fate is most displeased. She wishes me to do this the old-fashioned way.”

      “By speaking to the young man’s ghost? I believe that is not simply the old-fashioned way but the far more interesting way.”

      “True. At least now we know the truth behind Dick Turpin. If this young man is connected to him, he is not the gallant rogue one might hope. Sadly. I suggest—”

      A knock sounds at the door.

      “That would be breakfast,” Nicolas says. “Shall we dine and then return to the museum?”

      When I hesitate, his lips curve in a slow smile. “Dine, rest and return to the museum?”

      “Resting is very important.”

      “I agree most heartily. I only did not wish to delay the adventure.”

      “It is the sort we can confidently delay another hour or two.”

      “Then let me bring in breakfast, and we shall begin by restoring our energy.”
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      We stay abed longer than we intend, owing to the realization that we cannot go to the museum before my appointment to turn over the gladius. With the security precautions, I can hardly walk in carrying it, even in its lined and locked box. Bronwyn had foreseen this, and the curator who will take the gladius is meeting us outside at two.

      Yes, I am quite certain this is not the way one usually donates an artifact of such value. The problem, of course, is that it has come from the past far more literally than most. I have also come from the past, which makes it impossible for me to prove who I am and that I have the right to donate this item.

      That is where Bronwyn comes in. As a historian, she has the contacts needed to smooth this transaction. According to our story, my family has had this sword for generations, and I realize it ought to have been donated long ago. To avoid any embarrassment to my relatives, I wish to remain anonymous but will hand it over in person, as a show of good faith, with the understanding they will need to verify that it is neither fake nor pillage. It is still far from the normal method, but the gladius is significant enough—and Bronwyn is respected enough—to allow it.

      I could have had Bronwyn take it herself but . . . I struggle with what I am doing. I will grieve for this sword. It is not only a beautiful weapon, but it was a gift from Nicolas. An off-hand gift, from an impulsive and generous man to someone who seemed as if she might appreciate such a sword. That was before we realized we would be more to one another than passing acquaintances.

      I want to keep the gladius. I long to keep it. I have told myself there is no reason I cannot keep it until I am old and gray and donate it in my will. But knowing the significance of it, as Nicolas did not, I cannot do so in good conscience. Nicolas and I believe in doing the right thing, making the right choices, and even if he would not judge me, I would judge myself. So to the museum it goes, and I will return to this time and visit it in the museum, where it belongs.

      Before we leave, I take the gladius out of its case and wield it in a few drills while Nicolas watches from the bed. I know how to use this sword. I have been training for years, with no intention of it being anything more than exercise far more exciting than brisk walking. That changed when I visited Nicolas’s time, and as he watches, I ask for the expert observations and advice he could never presume to give without request. By the time I finish, I breathe rapidly with the delicious exhilaration of exertion.

      “We will find you another sword in my time,” he says as I return it to the box. “Or from even earlier, when they were more commonplace. I am thinking a cutlass. Perhaps a rapier? Non. A cutlass and a rapier.”

      I smile at him. “I will hold you to that.”

      “As you should. You are parting with something precious. Returning it to the world for others to study and enjoy when you could easily hide it away for yourself. I am in awe of your resolve and your commitment, and I only hope that I could do the same in your place. That deserves a reward.” He lifts a hand. “And yes, you are not doing it for reward or recognition but because it is right.”

      I lean over to kiss his cheek. “Thank you for understanding.”

      “And while you do not require a reward, you will accept one, non?”

      “But of course. We are talking about historical swords that I might wield without guilt. I will most happily accept them.”

      “Then it is done. Now, let us look at this clothing Helen delivered and decide what we shall wear for the day.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We have several options for clothing. I try on three pairs of trousers and decide I rather like a tailored pair that fit as snugly as men’s riding breeches. Those I pair with a soft sweater and a rugged pair of boots. Nicolas looks stunning in jeans with a button-down shirt and loose-fitting jacket.

      We reach the museum ten minutes early, and our contact—Dr. Leung—is already in the designated meeting spot.

      “Miranda?” she says my name carefully, as if I might not respond to what she must presume is a false one.

      “Yes,” I say. “And this is Nico.”

      Dr. Leung puts out her hand to me first, and I realize I’m supposed to shake it, as if we were male colleagues. I do so most happily, and then Nicolas does the same. Then Nicolas passes me the case, which he has been carrying.

      “That is the gladius, I presume,” she says, eyes glinting even as her face remains professionally impassive.

      “It is.”

      She smiles. “I cannot wait to see it. Come, then, and we’ll go inside.”
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      The handover of the gladius is everything I could have wished. When Dr. Leung sees it, she is speechless. She handles it with gloved hands and awestruck reverence, and then she asks permission to call in a colleague. An older woman arrives, and her reaction is the mirror of Dr. Leung’s. Whatever careful hopes they had for the gladius—from the photographs Bronwyn supplied—the reality far exceeds their expectations.

      “It will need to be analyzed, of course,” the older woman says. “But if it is what it seems to be . . .” She impulsively reaches to clasp my hand. “Thank you. That’s all I can say. Thank you. I know this has been a valued family heirloom.”

      “Yes, but the historical significance means it belongs here.”

      “Where it will be appreciated more than you can imagine.” She reaches a gloved finger to touch the hilt. “I can’t imagine how it’s remained in such condition. I see no signs that it’s a reproduction, which is truly incredible.”

      “I told myself a story that it had been stolen from a Roman soldier by a Celtic princess, who used it to defend her village and then buried it so it could be dug up if they ever returned.”

      The older woman beams. “May I make note of that as a family legend?”

      “Certainly.”

      “As for how your family came to find it, Dr. Dale explained, but we would love to hear it from you.”

      I glance at Nicolas. “Nico should tell this. He knows the family legend well, and I have a tendency to embellish.”

      Nicolas tells how “my ancestor” found the gladius, framing his own story as if it were my family legend. I will admit to discomfort with this part. Credit should fall where credit is due, and there is something particularly distasteful to me about an English family taking that credit from a man of his background, and I do not mean the part of Nicolas’s background that is French nobility.

      I’d wanted to flip the narrative to him. His ancestor found it. It has been in his family for generations. But, as he pointed out—and Bronwyn reluctantly agreed—that raised another issue. If his family originates in France and Martinique, then why donate it to the British museum?

      As Nicolas also pointed out, I was the one who recognized the value of the gladius, and he had gifted it to me, which makes it mine to donate. Still, it irks me, and all I can do about that is ensure he tells the story—what the peddler said about where the gladius was found and other details that will be critical to the historical significance.

      He relates that, and Dr. Leung records it with all the detail Nicolas can provide. She brings out a map, and he tells her where it was allegedly found—which I already know is the location of an ancient Roman road through the North Yorkshire moors—and also when it was found and where it was taken from there.

      “That’s an astonishing amount of information,” she says.

      Nicolas shrugs. “I am a casual student of history, with a particular interest in the latter part of the eighteenth century. When Miranda told me the family story, it fascinated me, and we dug into the family journals for the details.”

      “I know having the journals would be useful,” I add, “but they aren’t mine to donate, I’m afraid. I inherited the sword. But the journals belong to a member of my family who would prefer not to part with them.”

      “Is there any chance of a copy?” Dr. Leung asks. “Even photographs of the relevant pages?”

      “Probably,” I say, “though without the originals, I know the authenticity can’t be confirmed. I’m sorry we cannot do better.”

      The older curator chuckles. “We receive donations of items with a far more dubious history.”

      Nicolas says, “From a time when such things were not considered plundering a culture but simply taking a souvenir.”

      “Sadly, yes. But this would seem to have been legitimately found on British soil, which we hope to confirm.”

      We talk for a little longer as they explain their plans for it and promise to keep me informed through Bronwyn. Then they thank us again before Dr. Leung offers to show us where the gladius would fit in their collection, if it is proven authentic.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Leung shows us the exhibit where the gladius would be displayed. Then she’s taking us on a wonderful private tour of the wing when I catch sight of a tricorn hat. I discreetly angle myself for a better view, and when a tour group dissipates, I see the young man’s ghost striding along the aisle.

      I consider making an excuse to go after him, but we are at the end of our own little tour, and so I will be patient. I know the ghost’s destination, and if he is not still there, he will return. He is drawn to that clock, intent on stealing it and inexplicably unaware that he cannot. It is a delicious mystery, but it can wait a few moments longer.

      When we finish, Dr. Leung asks whether there is anything else we would like to see, and Nicolas mentions the clock.

      “We came by yesterday,” he says. “I found the story most intriguing.”

      “Hmm, I’m not familiar with that particular piece, but I can see if someone working today knows more.”

      Nicolas glances at me. I return a tiny headshake that says the matter is not urgent. He tells Dr. Leung not to pursue it now, and if he wishes to learn more, where might he ask? She gives us her phone number and says we need only call, and she will put us in touch with the appropriate curator.

      “You spotted the ghost,” Nicolas says after we part ways. “I thought I detected a shift in your attention, but I was not certain.”

      “He seemed to be heading back to the exhibit.”

      “Then we know where we are going.”
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      We find the ghost at the clock display. He’s casually leaning against the wall, watching a family wander through the exhibit. The children are eager to be done, but the parents seem the sort who believe they must pay homage to every room in the museum, whether they are interested in the subject or not.

      We watch from a spot where the ghost cannot see us. Finally, the family moves on, and the young man slips back to the case. One furtive glance around, ensuring he is unwatched, and then he “breaks” the glass and reaches in. Once again, his fingers pass through the clock as he tries to grasp it.

      “You cannot take that,” I say, coming up on his left.

      He jerks upright, sees me and goes to bolt, only to spot Nicolas to his right. Nicolas lifts both hands, in a calm gesture of blocking. Nicolas cannot see the ghost, but the ghost apparently does not realize that.

      “We are not trying to stop you,” I say. “We only wish to explain why you cannot seem to grasp it.”

      “I can,” he says. His chin lifts. “I will.”

      “How long have you been trying?”

      I almost regret the question as confusion passes over his face. Confusion mingled with dread and dawning despair.

      He straightens. “I will.”

      “You cannot,” I say gently. “Do you not see the glass around it? Do you not wonder why the glass doesn’t break? Why you can reach in and others cannot?”

      He flinches, only to throw off whatever he is feeling. “It is mine. Rightfully mine. I will take it.”

      “What year is it?” I ask, as softly and compassionately as I can form words.

      “1737.”

      He tries to speak with resolve, but I do not miss the undercurrent in his voice, the one that says he knows better.

      “Do I look as if I am from 1737? Does he?” I wave at Nicolas. “Does anyone you have seen today?”

      “I . . . I do not know. I . . .”

      He trails off, and I wait to see whether he will go on. He does not.

      “Where do you think you are?” I ask.

      Silence.

      “Do you have any idea where—?”

      “Dead,” he blurts. “I am dead.”

      I inwardly relax a little. At least I will not need to explain that to him.

      “You are,” I say. “I am truly sorry, but you are.”

      “Then I am a ghost.”

      “Yes.”

      He looks over at Nicolas and back at me. “You can see and hear me, and your companion cannot.” A glance at people passing through the next gallery. “They cannot.”

      “Yes. I would like to help you, if I can. May we go someplace where we might speak more easily?”

      He glances at the clock one last time and then says, “All right.”
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      We have found a quiet spot with a bench, where I am sitting with Nicolas, the ghost between us. That way, I can appear to be speaking to Nicolas should anyone pass through this area. As the ghost explains his situation—to the best of his ability—I convey his words to Nicolas as if I am retelling an old story.

      And a strange story it is, the sort I have never encountered with ghosts. To be fair, it is not as if I go out of my way to speak to all I meet. Nor is it as if the streets teem with them.

      I have heard of something similar, though . . . through Edmund. My nephew also has the Sight, and last year, while in the modern world with his parents, he came upon the ghost of a man who died in a storm on Christmas Eve. While the man had passed over to the afterlife, he returned each year during the holidays to assist any who might find themselves in a winter’s accident, requiring aid. A lovely story of a lovely ghost who seemed to return quite voluntarily and quite happily.

      This is another situation altogether. This ghost—Colin Booth—also returns around this time each year. Yet it is not even clear to him that he is returning. It is rather like going about your daily business, and then, without warning, you are shot through a time stitch, your mind so stunned by the transition that you do not fully comprehend what is happening.

      For Colin, he arrives in the “present”—whatever that present might be—in the same location as the clock, and he is drawn to it. He is vaguely aware that it is not his time period, nor is it a place he recognizes, but that doesn’t matter. He is driven, like a migratory bird, by a deeper purpose.

      As for why this clock . . .

      “It is mine,” he says. “I must get it to my mother and sisters for Christmas.”

      I do not know what to say to that. I fear anything I could say would be cruel.

      You . . . know they are not alive, either, yes?

      If his muddled mind has made that connection, he is refusing to acknowledge it, and it does me little good to tell him now. I will if that frees him of his annual futile mission, but I will remain silent until I am certain that it would.

      “The clock is yours,” I say.

      His jaw sets in a way I already recognize. This is not entirely the truth, but he is going to pretend it is. He must pretend it is.

      “He promised it to me,” he says.

      “Who promised it?”

      “Scarlet Jack,” Colin spits the name. “Treacherous whoreson. They said I could trust him. I did, and he betrayed me. Stabbed me in the back, and that is both metaphor and truth.”

      “Can you tell me more about this Scarlet Jack?”

      Colin hesitates.

      I continue, “If you were involved in something that might have landed you in prison, that is no concern of mine. It is no concern of yours, either, given the sheer impossibility of confining you.” I try for a smile, though I am not certain I accomplish it.

      “’Twas not my fault,” Colin says. “I had no choice except allowing my mother and sisters to starve.”

      “I understand.”

      “I spent a time on the road,” he says, “with others who would stop wealthy coaches and demand payment for passage.”

      Highwaymen. I keep my expression impassive and alert, listening to what he has to say and passing no judgment.

      “We only took from those who could afford it,” Colin insists. “Those who already had too much, when we had naught, through famine and misfortune. Yet there were some . . .” He shifts on the bench, uncomfortable. “I found myself with men who were not the gentlemen I took them for. When we stopped the coaches, they were rough with the ladies. They would goad the men into protecting these ladies and then claim they had no choice but to defend themselves by force. I wanted to leave their company, but the work kept my mother and sisters fed. Then Scarlet Jack sought me out with an offer that seemed to solve everything.”

      “Scarlet Jack being . . .”

      “A legend. A phantom. A boogey story told round the campfire. They said he was a lord whose parents had been murdered by the ‘knights of the road,’ and so he would disguise himself as one and even rob coaches—distributing the profits among the poor—so that he could pass among us and learn our secrets and turn us over to the proper authorities to answer for our crimes.”

      “A counterfeit highwayman who hunted true highwaymen.”

      “Yes, ma’am. My confederates had stolen this clock, you see, and they did not realize the value of it, so they only added it to their stash of goods. Scarlet Jack made contact with me and said that if I helped him turn my confederates over to the magistrate, I could have my choice of baubles from their coffers, before the rest was sold for poor relief. I said I wanted the clock. I had it that night—I’d secreted it from the hiding place—so that I could flee as soon as my job was done.”

      “Your job being to lead Scarlet Jack to your confederates.”

      He nods. “He was to meet me, and I would show him where to find the others. I heard the horse, and I went to meet it, but when I arrived, I found only a riderless horse. Then I was stabbed in the back. The last thing I remember was my killer taking my satchel—with the clock—and leaving me to die.”

      “I’m sorry.” I meet his eyes. “I am so sorry.”

      I pause a moment—giving his words the weight and space they deserve—before I relate the remainder of the story to Nicolas.

      “I was going to give my family the money for Christmas,” Colin says when I have finished. “I knew I would not be able to sell the clock for what it is truly worth—I would not know how to do that—but it would have been a small fortune regardless.”

      After I relay this, Nicolas says, “You return each holiday season, then, to wherever the clock is.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where has it been?” I ask.

      It takes Colin a few moments to answer, as if the memories of his visits are patchwork at best, which is understandable, given his obvious confusion. It is as if he passes through in a dream state, walking in his sleep, knowing only that he has a purpose, the memory fading upon waking.

      “For many years, it was in storage,” he says. “In a dark place with such treasures. Then it was in a place like this, but not here. Finally, here. It must be possible for me to take it. Otherwise, why would I be returned to it, year upon year? There is a higher power—God or Fate—that wishes me to have it.”

      Thoughts on God or Fate aside, I believe what draws him here is his own compulsion. Ghosts remain trapped in our world by unfinished business, usually their murder. Their killer has gone free, and until that killer is named, they cannot cross over. It is not even punishment that is required—simply naming. Their life and their death must be acknowledged.

      This young man was murdered, but he has crossed over because outrage over his death does not bind him here. That is true for many—it would be a cruel way to treat a victim if they were all trapped in this plane.

      Colin has crossed, yet he is drawn back. Like the ghost Edmund met, who is compelled to return to help travelers at the holiday. Only that ghost recognizes that is an act of volition. Colin does not realize that he is crossing time—throwing himself through the barrier—each year to finish what he failed.

      It is not about the clock. It is what the clock represents. He turned his comrades over for justice, and that seems proper, but he may still suffer some guilt. He did it to be free of them in a way that compensated for the loss of necessary income. Betray his comrades, win the clock, sell it to feed his family, and then he could take a respectable job.

      In the end, he turned over his comrades and died for it, but it is not that death that drives him: it is the fact that he lost the clock he needed for his family. A family that suffered doubly in their loss of him and the income he provided.

      Colin Booth made mistakes. He fell into a dangerous line of work. He joined up with men whose behavior horrified him. He trusted a stranger who betrayed and murdered him. The clock represents all those mistakes. Get it, and he can turn back time. He can’t, of course, but his gut insists this is the way.

      “How much was the clock worth in your time?” Nicolas asks, looking in Colin’s direction.

      My own mind is so snared in Colin’s story that I do not quite comprehend what Nicolas is asking.

      “I do not believe we stumbled upon Mr. Booth by accident,” Nicolas says to me. “You are in a unique position to hear his story, and we are in a unique position to right the wrong . . . insofar as the clock is concerned. Not the clock itself, but the money it would have won.”

      “Oh!” I say. “Yes! Of course.”

      I turn to Colin. He can hear both sides of our conversation, and his brow has knit in confusion.

      “Nico believes I happened upon you because I have the Sight and can hear your story. He also means that we are . . . Well, we are not from this time, either.”

      I explain as quickly as I can. I am ready for bewilderment and even denial. Are we mad to think we can pass through time? I am prepared to prove it, with knowledge from our time, but Colin is a ghost compelled into the land of the living each year. Magic has become his life, and he seems no more shocked by this revelation than the realization that I can see and hear ghosts.

      “We could return to your time and pass along the money to your mother and sisters,” I say.

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize something else, and I brace for him to ask the obvious question.

      Can you save me?

      Can you go back in time and stop Scarlet Jack from murdering me?

      I hold my breath, but when he speaks, he only says, “You are able to steal the clock?”

      “We do not need to,” I say. “Money in this world is worth far less than money in our own world, as we have discovered to our dismay. In this situation, though, it is most helpful. As to Nico’s question, what would you have expected to receive from the sale of the clock?”

      “More than I could expect you and your companion to freely give to my family, ma’am.”

      “How much? We can negotiate a fair amount, but first, we must understand what you expected.”

      “I may have overstepped in my optimism, ma’am, but I did hope for ten pounds.”

      I soften my voice. “In your time, for your family, it would truly be a small fortune. In this time, it would scarcely buy dinner.”

      He stares at me, as if awaiting a laugh to indicate that I jest.

      I reach for my wallet, remove the bills inside and fan them out. “Fifty pounds. Yes, these are not bills you recognize, but it is the same amount. I am certain you heard your elders complain about prices in your day and how much less everything cost in theirs. Well, multiply that by a dozen generations, and I find myself walking about carrying enough to feed your family for a decade.”

      He seems stunned. Then he says, carefully, “You would take ten pounds to my family, back in my own time, through this magical ‘stitch’ as you call it?”

      I resist the urge to equivocate and say that we will if we can. If we cannot, he must believe we did. That is what will set him free of this endless, futile task.

      “We will,” I say firmly. “You need only to give us the directions we require, and we will return to your time and ensure that your family receives ten pounds.”

      “And that it came from you,” Nicolas says. “We will find a way for them to know that you left it for them.”

      The ghost’s eyes mist, and I realize this was equally important. I mouth a thank-you to Nicolas.

      “Could they believe I earned it through honest work?” Colin asks. “I understand if that is too much to ask, and I do not know if they realize how I died—what I was doing to make a living . . .”

      “We will do what we can,” I say.

      Again, Colin goes silent. He sits, hands folded in his lap. Then he looks from Nicolas to me and asks, in the quietest voice. “Why would you do this? You do not know me or my family.”

      “We will do it because we can,” I say.

      Nicolas smiles. “And we will do it because it will be an adventure.”

      At that, Colin relaxes and laughs under his breath. “I hope it will be one, then, and I hope there is some way for me to repay you.”

      “You repay us by finding peace,” I say. “Consider it our holiday gift to you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      We have left Colin and the museum. We’re strolling down the street, in search of a spot to eat a late lunch.

      “What shall we do afterward?” I ask as I pause to admire a display of glittering snowflakes and candles, marking today’s winter solstice.

      “I should say return to the hotel and rest, but there is plenty of time for that, and our lovely Helen gave me this before we left.” He lifts a folded piece of paper from his pocket. “It seems your family has set another stop on our holiday hunt.”

      I groan. “As much as I appreciate their efforts, it is time we did something for you.”

      “You are very kind, crécerelle. Indeed, we shall do what I want.” He waves the note with the directions. “We shall follow these and have ourselves another adventure.”
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      Three days later, we are due back in my time, having had enough adventures to keep us sated for the remainder of the holidays. We continued on with the scavenger hunts, which took us to a massive holiday tree in Trafalgar Square, several astounding displays of lights, and “Christmas in Kew Gardens.” We found time to rest, and we found time to do things that each of us wanted.

      Bronwyn and Rosalind pick us up at the train station, and then they drive us to Thorne Manor where we head straight up to the office.

      Bronwyn and Rosalind go through the stitch first. When Nicolas and I follow, I clutch his hand, as always. Logically, I know that if the stitch ever declared one of us could not pass, holding hands would not help, but it makes me feel better. I try very hard not to think of the possibility of separation. If I dwell on it, I fear I might never step through again.

      The passage is instantaneous. One moment, we are in Bronwyn and William’s twenty-first-century office, and the next, we are in their nineteenth-century one. I look around at the familiar furnishings and books, and I find myself exhaling, as if I have stepped from a ship onto firm land.

      I am home, in a place that I understand, and it is only once I am here that I realize there’d been part of me that held tight in the twenty-first century, always wary, unable to fully relax. I know that is also what it is like for Nicolas—whether he is in my time or my country—and while he brushes it off, saying that he is acclimating, I must always remember England and the nineteenth century are not home for him. A second home, perhaps, but we must always be like Bronwyn and William, passing between the periods and locales, cognizant of the other’s needs. That is what true partnership looks like.

      When a shriek sounds downstairs, Nicolas and I both tense, ready for trouble. But my sister and Bronwyn only share a laugh.

      “Sounds like the kids are having fun,” Bronwyn says.

      Rosalind inhales. “And it smells as if our darling husbands have not burned Christmas Eve dinner to a crisp. Excellent. Now I may pretend I was not concerned at all.”

      Bronwyn throws open the office door and stops short. “Dear God.”

      Rosalind steps closer to peer under Bronwyn’s lifted arm. “It looks as if a Hobbycraft has exploded.”

      I do not understand the reference, but both women laugh as they head into the hall.

      We step out.

      “Mon dieu,” Nicolas murmurs. “Indeed, the children are having fun. At least, I hope it is the children, though if it is not, I will refrain from judging their fathers’ decorating tastes.”

      “Oh, I will,” I say.

      The hall is strung with garlands. No, that quite undersells the matter. The hall is laced with garlands? Still not quite right, and as a novelist, I must get this right.

      The hall is trussed with garlands, in the way one might truss a rambunctious calf. There are homemade garlands of every type, from evergreen boughs to paper chains to strung berries and popping corn from the Americas. The children have found a way to hang them from every surface. They wind around sconces and picture frames and crisscross doorways.

      “Fire hazard,” Bronwyn mutters as she pulls one away from a candle sconce. “That is a phrase I must teach my daughters for Christmas. Fire hazard.”

      At another shriek, one of those daughters—three-year-old Amelia—comes tearing up the stairs, a garland of paper swishing behind her. Edmund follows with his own garland, this one popcorn and berries. Bronwyn’s younger daughter, one-year-old Grace, shrieks from her nearby crib, and through a doorway, I can see her bouncing. Two calico cats zoom after the older children, chasing the ends of the garlands.

      “Please tell me Zadie is not crawling along behind you,” Rosalind says.

      “Of course not, Mama,” Edmund says. “She isn’t old enough to crawl. Papa has her.”

      “He’s hiding with Uncle William, I presume?”

      Amelia giggles. “They’re changing the baby’s poopy diaper.”

      “Which requires two people, if those people are Victorian gentlemen,” Rosalind says.

      “They were helping us,” Edmund says.

      “What about dinner?” Rosalind asks. “I know I smell it.”

      “That is Aunt Portia. Uncle William burned the biscuits, so she told him and Papa to take us and decorate the house.”

      “I see.” Rosalind looks up and down the hall. “It is very decorated.”

      “Wait until you see downstairs.”

      That’s when Amelia spots Nicolas. “Uncle Nico!” she crows. “You need a garland.”

      She charges at him, giggling, and wends her garland around his legs. Edmund joins in, and Nicolas pretends to try—unsuccessfully, of course—to escape. I whisk little Grace from her crib and rush her over to help the older children.

      “Dare I hope this means you two can tend to the children for a while?” Rosalind says.

      “Mais oui,” Nicolas says. “I will help with their decorating, which appears to be woefully deficient in garlands.”

      “No more garlands,” Bronwyn says.

      “All the garlands,” I stage-whisper to the children. “We must make all the garlands.”

      Rosalind tries to say something, but the whoops of the children drown her out. She shakes her head, and I rest comfortable in the knowledge that the words You are both so good with children—you ought to have some will never leave her lips. Nicolas and I would not say that we will never have children, but for now, we will delight in those had by our loved ones. Children can always use aunts and uncles.

      “More garlands!” I trill as Bronwyn and Rosalind escape down the stairs. “Who wants to make more garlands?”
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      It is late Christmas Eve. The children are nestled all snug in their beds, and visions of sugar plums—mulled wine and rum punch—dance in our heads. We’re in the parlor, sitting around the fire, relaxing most indecorously. August is in a chair with Rosalind on his lap. William lounges on the sofa with Bronwyn’s head on his lap. Portia sits in her own chair, her boots off, feet curled under her. Nicolas and I are on the floor by the fire, with me nestled against him and his arm draped over my waist.

      We have told the story of our London adventure.

      “Well, that is disappointing,” Rosalind says. “The truth about Dick Turpin, I mean.” She glances at Bronwyn. “I suppose you already knew it.”

      “I know Rookwood and the ballads, and when something seems too good to be true, I pull on my boring historian hat and dig out the truth, which is far less romantic, but still an interesting study in our love for rogues.”

      “Highwaymen are thieves and brutes,” Portia says. “This Colin fellow may have expected better, but I am not surprised. We must get past this idea that there is something romantic in criminality.”

      I clear my throat and draw her gaze to Nicolas.

      Portia waves a hand. “Nicolas does not count. He and his crew believed themselves to be privateers, and they were, in all the ways that count. Whatever he did after that was done for others.”

      “Not to change the subject,” August says, “but do you think you can truly find this young man’s family to repay them?”

      “I hope so,” I say. “We cannot leave immediately. It is not the time to be tramping through another century. We will spend the winter pursuing our careers—Nicolas with his medical studies and I finishing my novel—and then we will see what the stitch will allow. The biggest problem may be convincing Colin’s family that the money comes from him and that he was involved in a legitimate trade.”

      “I have some ideas for that,” Portia says.

      “Excellent. Then you will join us.”

      Her eyes widen. “What? No. I have much to do. Far too much.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but a look from Rosalind stops me. That looks says that I am to stop pushing Portia to cross through the stitch. She will if and when she wants to, and if she never wants to, then that is her choice.

      I just feel as if . . .

      I shake it off. I cannot presume to know what is best for Portia. She will indeed cross when she is ready, and I only hope she finds something there to reignite the spark that was lost and give us back our Portia, her light blazing as it once did.

      “Tell us your ideas,” I say to my sister as I reach for my cup of punch.
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      Everyone has gone to sleep, and Nicolas and I are still by the fire, mostly because this will be our bed chamber for the night. Thorne Manor may be the Thornes’ current home, but it was built as a small country house, and it cannot easily accommodate quite so many people.

      August and Rosalind are in the spare room, while Portia is in Amelia’s little bed. We were offered the nursery—with spare cots—but we decided the children would prefer a Christmas Eve together . . . and the parents would prefer one without children in their beds. So we have quite happily taken the parlor, where we will sleep by the fire, the smell of evergreen perfuming the air as we are surrounded by boughs and a towering tree. Also presents. We get to sleep with the presents.

      “I propose an early exchange,” Nicolas says. “There is one gift I would like to give you in private.”

      I waggle my brows. “How scandalous. You do realize there’s no lock on the parlor door.”

      “Oh, I believe we can manage nonetheless. But that is not the gift I mean. Not yet, at least.” He crawls over to the tree and reaches under it, unerringly pulling out a box the length of my forearm. He holds it out. “Pour vous.”

      I eagerly take the box, and I rip open the brown paper wrapping so fast that he laughs.

      Inside is a polished wooden box, long and narrow. There’s a clasp, and I go to open it, only to find that it is locked.

      I put out my hand. “The key, sir?”

      “Tomorrow.” He eases back, propped on his arms. “What? Did we not agree to one gift? Now you must give me one.”

      “Would a kick in the rear suffice?”

      “Not really. I prefer something more easily wrapped in the form of a present.”

      I glower. When I go to shake the box, he stops me. I back away and shake it again. “I cannot break this, can I? I should hate to break it, but I do not know what it is, and therefore I cannot be held responsible if I do.”

      He holds out the key. I snatch it, making him laugh.

      I unlock the clasp and open the box and let out a squeal. Then I reach in and take the sword by the grip. It is indeed a sword, no bigger than the gladius and looking equally old as I reverently turn it over in my hands.

      “It is not Roman,” I say.

      “No, it is far more suitable. Celtic.”

      I stroke the metal. “Wherever did you find such a thing?”

      “I snuck off when we were last in my time, and I found the gentleman who sold me the gladius. I asked if he had any others, and he said only this, which has nicks in the blade and so was not worth much. I agreed. It is quite damaged, and therefore you should not feel any obligation to turn it over to the museum.”

      I beam and then lean over to thank him with a deep kiss.

      “I really must find you more swords,” he murmurs when I pull back.

      “You must.”

      “And now my gift?” he says.

      I kiss him again. “There.”

      “I . . . hesitate to complain.”

      “As you should.”

      “However . . .”

      “You wish something more easily wrapped in the form of a present?” I sigh and flounce back onto the blankets. “All right, but I warn you it is terribly small and rather commonplace. I feel as if I have quite lost the gift-exchange competition already.”

      “There was a competition? That sounds most unhealthy.”

      “True. Then I shall not fret overmuch. Now, close your eyes.”

      He does, and I extract the gift. When he opens his eyes, I have hidden it away. I wave to the chair. “You must sit.”

      “You have bought me boots? How delightful.”

      I jab a finger. “Sit. Look pretty.”

      “I am very good at looking pretty.”

      “You are. Now, sit.”

      He takes a seat. I rise, rearranging my skirts as I move in front of him. Then I drop to one knee and put out my hand, my gift on my outstretched palm.

      “Nicolas Dupuis, would you do me the honor of being my husband?”

      He blinks. That’s all he does. Blinks.

      I scramble up, my cheeks heating. “Is it too soon? You said you wanted to slip a marriage license into my stocking, but if you were only teasing—”

      He catches me up in a breathtaking hug, matching it with an equally breathtaking kiss. Then he twirls me around. “We are getting married!” His gaze shoots up, and he says it quieter. “Non? That is what you mean? I have not misunderstood?”

      “You have not.” I exhale dramatically. “You seemed overly shocked, and so I feared it was an unwelcome present.”

      “Shocked, yes. Unwelcome, no.” He squeezes me and twirls me around again. Then he stops and clears his throat. “Pardonne-moi, crécerelle. I am doing this quite poorly.” He bats his lashes. “Why, yes, kind mademoiselle, I would be delighted to be your husband. How sweet of you to ask.”

      I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him.

      “I have only one concern,” he says.

      I try not to tense. “What is it?”

      “How soon?”

      “That depends on you.”

      “If it depended on me, crécerelle, I would be stealing the Courtenay coach tonight in hopes of finding someone to marry us, though I do believe that would not endear me to your family. Can we say ‘as soon as possible’?”

      I smile down at him. “We can absolutely say ‘as soon as possible.’”

      He grins and twirls me around. Then the clock strikes twelve, and he lowers me in front of him.

      “Merry Christmas, Miranda.”

      “Merriest of Christmases, Nico,” I say, and I kiss him.

    

  

  
    
      Thank you for reading!

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed Miranda and Nico’s holiday adventure. As usual, the holiday novella gives a peek at what’s coming in the next book. Book four will be Portia’s story…and there will be highwaymen. Watch my website for details!
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