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For Jessica


AD 61

S tuart Morholt awoke on a boat.

He had no idea where he was, or when … or why on earth the smell of fish was so heavy in his nostrils, which flared at the offence. Which only let in more of the fish stink, and lent a sneering quality—sneerier than usual, if that was possible—to Morholt’s countenance.

Good god, he thought blearily, running a hand over the scrub-brush growth of his tangled beard, what I wouldn’t give for a proper barber. Or even—unthinkable, except under the most extreme of circumstances, which these were well beyond—a disposable razor. Or perhaps a time machine. Yes. That would nicely solve all my problems.

He frowned and blinked in befuddlement at that last thought.

Why on earth would I need a time … machine … Oh. Right. I remember now …

He’d been so deep in an exhausted state of sleep (his only refuge from hunger, thirst, nausea, and desperation) that he’d quite forgotten he was trapped on a Roman merchant galley somewhere in the middle of a vast expanse of heaving ocean in the second half of the first century. As he’d clambered back to consciousness, for a brief, blissful moment Morholt thought it had all been a dream.

Or maybe a nightmare.

After all, following a rather distressing argument, he’d nodded off during a spectacular supernatural phenomenon—the latest in a series of powerful, all-encompassing, awe-and-terror-inspiring magical interludes that had descended periodically on the ship, interrupting its journey by turning the sea to black glass and the sky to a coruscating aurora that engulfed them in a vast, spinning tunnel.

Those episodes definitely lent credence to the dream/nightmare theory.

If only …

But it wasn’t a dream. None of it was.

And so, as had become his custom, Stuart Morholt began the day (not that he could tell what time it was) by having a good stretch and loudly cursing the names Clarinet Reid and Allie McAllister. Then he lay there swallowing against the bile rising in his throat. The heaving of the waves neatly matched the roiling of his stomach and, as had also become his custom, he wondered if he was about to lose his most recent meal— meagre as it had been—over the side of the ship.

He pushed himself up onto one elbow and eyed the nearby railing.

“I’d try hard not to do that if I were you,” a voice said from somewhere behind him.

Morholt glanced around, blinking the sleep-fog from his eyes, until he spotted the handsome, ridiculously muscled soldier sitting on a stack of coiled hemp rope.

“Do what?” he grumbled.

“Hurl.” The young man spoke with a hint of Scottish brogue—mixed with a rolling, Latinate flavour that confused his intonation somewhat—but his tone was definitely hostile. “Those Roman rations loaded aboard in Parwydydd are gone as of yesterday and your psychotic warrior women don’t seem particularly concerned with trawling the depths for a feast of flounder. So whatever you ate last will have to sustain you till we make landfall. If we make landfall.”

Morholt found the prospect of starvation infinitely preferable to chowing down on a plate of fish, but what were the odds he’d even survive long enough to starve to death? Not good, if Legionnaire Marcus Donatus gave in to his less noble inclinations.

“Oh, don’t be such a sourpuss, Soldier Boy,” Morholt sneered, shoring up his facade of superiority. After all, it was Marcus who was the prisoner, not him.

That’s right. I’m the one with the power here, he thought. Me.

So why did he feel the exact opposite?

Because even without that comically oversharpened sword of his, that little ex-nerd lackey of mine is bloody intimidating.

It was infuriating. And Morholt wasn’t about to let Marcus know it. Even if the argument he’d had earlier with the young man had shaken him to the core and made him question his heretofore unquestionable brilliance. No, no. He had to keep up appearances.

Speaking of which …

He reached up to run a hand through his hair in an attempt to impose some kind of order on the matted mess. When it felt as though he wouldn’t be able to extract his fingers, he turned the tugging gesture into a dismissive wave.

“You always said you wanted a life of adventure when you were a boy,” he drawled. “Now look at you. All manly warrior and on the adventure of a lifetime—several lifetimes—which you’d never have had if it weren’t for me.”

“Since you’re responsible for stranding me in the far-distant past,” Marcus said dryly. “Twice.”

“Exactly.”

“And almost getting me killed at least that many times.”

“Right.”

“Not to mention getting me stuck on this ship full of vengeful Druids,” Marcus continued, “hunted by another ship full of angry Romans. With, god help me, you as my only company.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I really should just throw you over the side.”

“So you’ve said.” Morholt rolled his eyes, but stopped when that made him even queasier. “At least a dozen times now. So you might as well give up on the empty threats. I know from experience: never make your threats empty; you’ll wind up in a barbaric era without a shaving kit or a bottle of Gravol.” He waved one hand desultorily at the young man who had murder in his eyes. “If you were really going to kill me you’d have gotten around to it by now, I should think.”

“Well … I may not have to. They might do it for me.”

Marcus nodded at the half-dozen spookily silent women who stood guard around the weapons they’d seized from the galley’s few Roman soldiers—thereby preventing those Romans from taking back the ship that had been so effortlessly wrested from their control. The women’s lean-muscled arms were painted in strange, swirling designs and bristled with what Morholt thought were an unseemly number of sharp implements of their own, from knives to swords to spears.

“Your star seems to have dimmed a bit in their eyes, I’ve noticed,” Marcus continued.

The silent guard were the scathach—quasi-mystical, berserker warrior women conjured from some dark past dimension by the Druid priestess Mallora to torment an invading Roman Legion—a Legion in which, until recently, Marcus Donatus had been gainfully employed. Morholt watched the young man—no longer the skinny, awkward, bookish boy named Mark O’Donnell he’d known in Cambridge in the eighties—as he stared at the scathach with narrowed eyes.

Morholt was about to roll out another stinging witticism when Marcus’s attention shifted. In an instant he was on his feet and gripping the ship’s railing, a wave of inexplicable excitement washing his features.

“Then again, if the scathach don’t kill you,” Marcus continued, “I’m reasonably certain that a very pissed-off lass by the name of Allie McAllister will be more than happy to do the job.”

“Ha! That little autowrecker still has you googly-eyed, eh?” Morholt felt his blood pressure spike at the mere thought of what Allie had done to his beloved Bentley. “Well, I’m sure she’s forgotten all about you by now. You’re outdated technology for a girl like that.”

Marcus shrugged a shoulder, not rising to the bait as he usually did. “You might be right.” A strangely fierce little grin curled the corner of his mouth. “Perhaps she and Clare just came back to finish you off, then.”

“Eh?” Morholt frowned, not sure he’d heard right. “She and what? What?”

He climbed unsteadily to his feet and lurched toward the railing where Marcus stared intently out over the sea’s wide expanse. The leather straps of his armour creaked as Marcus raised an arm and pointed to where the sunlight reflected off the distant shape of a wind-bellied sail.

A ship. The other ship. It was finally catching up with them.

Along with its angry, stab-happy Romans—Morholt could see them lining the deck rails—but that wasn’t all.

Although he’d been expecting this—a turn of events crucial to his designs—Morholt still felt his stomach flip over. Peering hard into the distance, he decided he just might, as Marcus had so succinctly put it, hurl.

They were too far away to make out any details, but he knew. Instantly. Just as Marcus, smiling in grim triumph beside him, had known. The two matchstick-tiny figures standing at the prow of the wave-devouring ship were unmistakable.

Clarinet Reid and Allie McAllister.

“Right …” Morholt said, his voice a queasy warble. “Here we go then.”

Bloody hell. This had better work …
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“Body bag!”

Clarinet Reid froze and stared in alarm at the ravenhaired seventeen-year-old who sat on a high stool in the cluttered back room of the antiques shop. “Al—”

“I’m gonna put Stuart Morholt in a body bag!” Allie McAllister slammed her palm onto the worktable, sending a half-dozen bits of antique knick-knackery into the air. “No fender dents, no snarky putdowns—he likes wearing black with zippers so much? Let’s see how he likes it in morgue couture!”

“You’re—”

“I’m not punning!” Al spun around to face Clare, her hands making grasping gestures as if their target were standing between them, ready and waiting to have the life choked out of his lying-weasel throat. “I’m not playing games. And I’m not kidding—”

“I know.”

“I’m—”

“I was going to say ‘You’re freaking out.’” Clare reached for Al’s hands and held them tightly in her own to keep her best friend from getting even more tangled up in the Roman stola that wrapped around her torso like a shroud. “And then I was going to say you’re back in Glastonbury. And you’re all right. Everything is back to normal.”

“No, Clare. It isn’t.”

“Al—”

“I lost him.”

On the far side of the room Piper Gimble, teenage proprietor of Gimble’s Antiquarian Shoppe, sat on another high stool and turned Stuart Morholt’s ancient, battered diary over and over in her hands. Goggles, as Clare was fond of calling her— thanks to the assortment of protective eyewear the girl was so fond of wearing—had a kind of jittery death grip on the little Moleskine notebook. She’d been like that ever since, at Piper’s own calling, Clare, Allie, and Milo had rematerialized at the top of Glastonbury Tor. It was as if she thought the thing might vanish again right before her eyes.

Over near the little sink in the workroom’s kitchenette, Milo McAllister scrubbed with a towel at the swirling blue, faintly sparkly designs painted all over his torso and arms, looking both vaguely embarrassed and secretly pleased every time Clare’s gaze drifted over to follow the circular motion of the towel as it buffed his skin. Earlier that night, Milo— in an attempt to single-handedly rescue his time-trapped cousin—had opened up a mystical temporal portal on top of Glastonbury Tor in the middle of England’s Somerset County. He’d done it using the ancient wisdom that remained lodged in his handsome blond head after a Druid’s consciousness had taken up temporary residence there. That Druid—a charming warrior prince named Connal whom Clare had gotten to know over the course of her temporal travels—had sent his spirit forward in time to help Clare stop Boudicca, the Celtic warrior queen, from blowing up the British Museum. That was after Boudicca’s own spirit had taken up residence in the noggin of the museum curator, Dr. Ceciley Jenkins.

Milo had had his reasons for going it alone. On those occasions when Clare had called upon her unique ability to travel back in time, he’d been left wondering if he’d ever see her again. This time, he’d decided to use Connal’s Druid whammy to take care of things himself.

At least, that had been the plan.

When Clare, not keen on Milo risking his neck either, had called upon her shimmer powers to head him off at the temporal pass, Milo and Clare had both wound up back in the first century. But with Piper acting as Clare’s temporal anchor, Milo, Clare, and Al had safely made it back to present day. Or rather, present night. The one they were supposed to be in.

But they’d lost someone along the way—a boy Al had met who, it turned out, was already lost. Marcus Donatus was a young soldier in the Roman Legion, but he’d once been Mark O’Donnell, an even younger linguistics prodigy at Cambridge and a fellow student of Clare’s aunt Maggie. That had been in the eighties. Through a series of synapse-numbing temporal twists, Mark/Marcus had been swallowed up in a time portal. By the time he met Al he’d already spent a few years in the first century, but from what Clare had seen he’d clearly put the time to good use. The boy had gone from awkward eighties bookworm to awesome ancient hardbody.

He’d also developed an obvious affection for Al in the (pretty damn brief) time they’d known each other. A time that, if Clare understood even half of what Al had been going on about, had included throwing her over a horse and chaining her to a tent pole as a prisoner of the Roman army.

It doesn’t sound romantic, Clare thought, but hey, what do I know?

Marcus was supposed to come back with them—and then Stuart Morholt had thrown a wrench into the monkeyworks. The problem was that Clare’s time-shimmering worked on others only if the physical contact between them remained unbroken. But just as Clare’s power had activated, Marcus’s hand had been torn from Al’s grasp. Clare had barely managed to hang on to Milo with one hand and Al with the other.

It wasn’t Clare’s fault. It was Morholt’s.

Just as the shimmer magic had begun to take hold, he’d frantically ratted out Marcus as having sole knowledge of where a much-sought stash of Druid gold lay hidden. The Roman commander, Suetonius Paulinus, had lunged for the young soldier, tearing him away from Al and thus leaving him behind. Clare winced, rubbing her strained shoulder muscles at the memory of the jolting shock that had run through them all.

Al, meanwhile, was continuing to Freak. Right. Out.

“The dent I left in Morholt’s stupid Bentley is nothing compared to the one I’m gonna leave in his skull!” she snarled.

“Under normal circumstances—and, who am I kidding, when was the last time that happened—I’d help you,” Clare said. “With gleeful enthusiasm.”

“So would I,” Milo added grimly, scrubbing at a triskelion swirl on his right shoulder. “With even more gleeful enthusiasm.”

“I’d probably just watch,” said Piper.

Her dark eyes stared out at them from behind a pair of ruby-red goggles. Combined with the white-blond ponytails that fanned out on either side of her head, the effect reminded Clare of the white-winged owl with the crimson eyes that had glided out of the night sky over Glastonbury Tor in the far distant past to call her—and Al and Milo and … not Marcus— home to the present. Piper had done an admirable job in her role as Clare’s temporal homing beacon.

“With, you know, enthusiastic glee,” Piper went on with a twitchy shrug. “Cheer you lot on from the sidelines. Feels a bit improper to actually help, though. Seeing as how Stuart Morholt is, um, my … ancestor-thingie. And all.”

Al was rendered speechless for the first time. She blinked, mentally processing that bit of information—Clare hadn’t really had the chance to explain things clearly to her— and reached again for the little silver hip flask that lay on the workbench, tipping more pungent amber liquid into her teacup.

Piper’s emergency supply of brandy was all that had kept Al from going completely off the rails in the wake of their return. Except that after more than a few healthy swigs Al now seemed in danger of tipping sideways off her stool. Clare reached over and gently pried the cup from her hands, recalling with sudden clarity how, during the stupid Facebook party that had gotten Clare exiled to Jolly Olde England for the summer in the first place, Al had been notably missing in action. At three o’clock in the morning Clare had found her curled up in a gently snoring ball behind the set of kettledrums in Clare’s dad’s practice room—an empty bottle of “lite” beer in her hand. The fact that she’d been out of commission so early on was probably why Clare had caught so much hell for that bash. Al operating at peak efficiency would have likely mitigated some of the mayhem and/or property damage that had resulted from the severely over-capacity crowd.

That was what Al did. She fixed stuff. Which was, Clare supposed, what she was intent on doing now. Fixing a situation—even if it might not be the safest thing to do.

No, Clare thought, recalling her own temporal meddling. Just maybe the right thing …

“I promised him,” Al said with a noticeable brandy slur. “Or maybe I didn’t. Maybe I never said ‘Hey, handsome! You with the thews. I promise I’ll get you home somehow’—I mean maybe I never said those exact words out loud and in that order—but I did!”

Clare regarded the slightly bizarre spectacle that was Al: still dressed in sandals and a drapey Roman stola belonging to a woman who’d died almost two thousand years ago, hair half caught up in a twist of tiny braids. Strands fell into her eyes and she blew at them, making little horsey noises. Piper and Clare exchanged a glance.

“I saw that,” Al said and lurched a bit toward Clare.

Milo shook his head in exasperation, pitched the blue-stained towel onto the counter, and walked over to the worktable. Then he pushed his glasses up his nose, leaned on his elbows, and stared at his cousin.

“Allie,” he said, “you need to calm down just a bit. Okay? Look, I know you’re upset. But we need to really—and I mean really—think about what we’re going to do next. Where we go from here.”

“We go there.” Al eyed her cousin with muddled fierceness. “Then. I go then.”
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It had taken Legionnaire Marcus Donatus a few moments after the failed shimmering attempt on Glastonbury Tor to get his bearings and work out what had just happened. Then it took a few more moments to piece together why. And who was responsible. But once he’d figured all that out, there was no doubt in his mind. He would make Stuart Morholt pay for everything he’d done.

It was only the day before that Marcus had buried the body of his commanding officer, a man he’d loved and respected. A mentor, practically a father figure, Praefect Quintus Phoenius Postumus had asked Marcus to be his murderer. Not just asked, but ordered him to sever his head from his body at the top of the Tor. It was the only thing that would break the blood curse cast on Postumus’s Legion by a Druid sorceress, a curse that had decimated his troops. His men had meant more to Postumus than his own life, and he’d been content to die if it meant a chance they might live. And so he’d bared his neck to his soldier’s blade.

Marcus hadn’t been able to do it.

But Suetonius Paulinus, the Roman governor of Britain and a brutal man, had arrived on the scene just when Marcus’s resolve had faltered. He’d had no such qualms. The moment was forever burned into Marcus’s memory: Postumus standing with his back turned and his neck exposed for the coming blow, Marcus’s own sword wavering … and then, from out of the darkness, Paulinus’s blade descending.

A streak of silver … then red.

Postumus’s head dropping to the ground …

None of that, of course, had been Morholt’s fault.

But what had come next most definitely was.

It was Allie McAllister who’d told Postumus of the sacrifice he’d need to make to break the curse. She’d been the one to find the praefect’s skull buried in the earth over two thousand years later. That discovery had sent Allie into the past where Marcus had found her, rescued her, argued—repeatedly and at great length—with her, and fallen for her. A little. Maybe …

Oh, who the hell am I kidding?

By the time she’d stood on the hill with him, watching Postumus die, Marcus was already smitten with the slight, dark-haired spitfire brainiac with the grey eyes and the smattering of freckles who’d been tough and resourceful enough to break out of a Roman military camp. It had taken almost no time at all for him to realize he had feelings for her. And then, in literally no time at all, she was gone. Vanished.

Because of Stuart Morholt.

Because just when Allie and her friends began to shimmer back to the future—Marcus’s hand firmly in Allie’s grip— Morholt had arrived on the scene and told Paulinus about the gold. And that Marcus was the only one who knew where it was.

His hand ripped from Allie’s grasping fingers, Marcus could only watch helplessly as she faded from view. He feared he’d never see her again, and that hurt more than having been on the very cusp of going back to his own world, his own time—give or take a decade or two—after he’d given up all hope of return.

Stuart Morholt had a lot to answer for.

And so, as Marcus descended into the cave where he’d been forced to lead Suetonius Paulinus and his men, he thought about how delicious his revenge would be.

“All these tunnels look the bloody same,” Morholt grumbled. In the gloom broken only by the lurid flickering of torch flames, he stumbled for the umpteenth time and muttered curses under his breath. “Are you sure you know where you’re going?”

“Of course I’m sure,” Marcus said. “I know how to remember what’s important.” The sound of the words, tinged with a hint of his native Scottish burr, sounded strange in his ears. He’d been speaking Latin for so long he’d started to believe he’d never need his first language again. That was before Allie McAllister had appeared before him, right out of thin air.

Allie …

Marcus’s pace slowed as he recalled the last moment he’d seen her face. The anguish in her eyes as she realized he was being left behind. At least, he thought he’d seen anguish. Hoped he had. Not, of course, because he wanted Allie to be hurt in any way, but because he desperately wanted to believe that the things he’d felt for her in their brief, blazing time together were the same things she’d been feeling for him. Surely he hadn’t imagined it—

“Keep moving!”

The flat of a sword blade slapped against his armoured shoulder, the thwack of iron on leather echoing off the rough cavern walls. Marcus simply held his torch higher, illuminating the mouth of another cavern, barely more than a fissure in the rock face and angling sharply downward. He stepped through, not pausing to see whether the others followed, and in the silence he could just make out the lilt of trickling water.

He let out a slow breath. Contrary to what he’d told Morholt, he hadn’t been entirely positive he was leading Paulinus and his entourage in the right direction. The Mendip Hills were riddled with networks of caves, and the last time Marcus had been there was at the tail end of a running fight with the scathach. He and his fellow legionnaires had been on a desperate quest to hide sacks—a baker’s dozen of them—of Celtic gold and silver. They’d been plundered from the Druid stronghold on the island of Mona in the days after Paulinus had burned the sacred groves and then rushed eastward with most of his troops to defeat Boudicca and her rebel army.

That was before Marcus had ever met Allie. But now he wondered if the gold might be the key to finding her again. Morholt had been muttering and chortling to himself on the long march into the hills, and as far as Marcus could make out, his one-time schoolmate was devising some kind of plot to double-cross Paulinus and transport the priceless Druid treasure into the future with him.

And if that was the case, Marcus wasn’t letting him out of his sight.

He didn’t really think Morholt had the resources—mental, physical, or mystical—to pull it off, but it was the only thing keeping him from taking a torch and bashing it over Morholt’s head: the absurd flicker of hope that, for all his viciously bumbling ways, Stuart Morholt might just be the key to transversing the temporal barrier that separated Marcus from Allie McAllister.

But first he’d have to find the gold.

He was fortunate that he’d been able to retrace his steps. And fortunate that he’d lived long enough to do so. Of all the legionnaires who’d been ordered on the mission to hide the treasure, Marcus had been the only one who’d survived the scathach attacks on the encampment at Glastonbury Tor in the days and weeks that followed.

So he wouldn’t now be killed by his own commanding officer. At least, not until the treasure was retrieved from the underground pool. At the edge of the darkly glimmering water, he lifted off his helmet and shrugged out of his legionnaire’s marching pack. Then he tugged at the buckles on the side of his breastplate and pulled the toughened bull’s hide shell over his head, setting it on the uneven floor of the cave beside his helmet and pack. He unwound a length of rope and handed an end to Junius, his fellow legionnaire. Then he stripped off his sandals, took up the other end of the rope, and with one long hop-step forward, plunged feet first into the icy cold pool.

As the water closed over his head Marcus could almost imagine he heard voices, whispered warnings that swirled around him. The gold was cursed, he thought. Just like the torc that had been placed around his dead praefect Postumus’s neck by the Druid witch Mallora.

Cursed. Just like you …

He shook his head to clear it and opened his eyes. The torchlight did almost nothing to alleviate the Stygian gloom beneath the surface of the pool. Diving down, he groped blindly—and his fingers touched one of the canvas bags stuffed full of Druid loot. It was heavy, heavier than he remembered, but he managed to get the rope tied around it and return to the surface. The soldiers heaved it out of the water, untied it with brisk efficiency, and threw him back the rope. As he dove beneath the surface again, Marcus thought with bitter irony that if he was to travel with the treasure he’d finally get to see Rome. And how that was the last thing he wanted.

Funny, the unexpected things that can shift one’s perspective …

Weeks earlier, before the scathach had attacked—long before he’d even imagined meeting another time traveller like himself—Marcus had been marching in the convoy from Mona, wondering excitedly what it would be like to present the tribute to the emperor. In Rome. As a boy he’d read about the Imperial City, dreamed about it. Memorized its streets and temples and palaces. He’d studied the languages and customs spoken by its citizens and planned eagerly for the day when he’d visit its elegant ruins. Then, when he found himself in the employ of the emperor’s army, in a time when those ruins weren’t ruined, the prospect of walking those streets had been almost overwhelming.

Now? Now all Marcus wanted was to find a way to get home.

Rome was once more a faded dream. A face-to-face meeting with the ruler of the Empire … well, did he really want to bow and scrape before Nero? The tyrant? Nope. He had better things to do. He had a date. At least, he hoped he did. He wanted a hot shower and a proper shave and blue jeans. Ice cream sandwiches. An air-conditioned movie theatre—assuming they still had those in Allie’s time (Marcus remembered the growing plague of shoebox-sized multiplex theatres that had sprung up in the eighties and wondered if they’d done away with the things altogether). Maybe they could go to an outdoor concert of some kind. He’d have to let her pick the band, though, and he really hoped music was still just as fantastic as it had been back in his day … And he’d have to pick her up by taxi. He hadn’t been old enough (or interested enough) to get a driver’s licence before he’d been thrown back in time.

But damn it all, he was going to take that girl out for an evening she’d never forget. He had it all planned. There was a leather purse of Roman coins—his Legion pay—tucked away carefully beside his Walkman cassette player in the bottom of his marching pack. The coins were probably in the mintiest of mint condition a collector could ever hope to encounter and would fetch him a decent price in London when he got back. Enough money to live on while he looked for a job and reacclimatized to life in the modern world. The future.

His future.

For the first time in a long time, Marcus allowed himself to consider the possibility of living past the next few years of his life. Ever since the shock of his hurtle through time had worn off he’d been convinced he wouldn’t live to see adulthood in the strange and savage world in which he’d found himself. Even after Postumus had taken him under his wing and taught him how to be a soldier and survive, he’d still assumed that the next arrow, the next sword thrust, the next bad fall off a horse would be the end.

And it hadn’t really mattered. He’d accepted his lot with a kind of fatalism that was, if not exactly cheerful, not exactly grim, either. He’d shed his prior existence as Mark O’Donnell, language geek and de facto errand boy for fellow Cambridge student Stuart Morholt, and re-formed himself, helmet to hobnailed sandals, as Marcus Donatus, interpreter and soldier under the command of Quintus Phoenius Postumus. Now Postumus was dead and Morholt was rubbing his hands with villainous glee.

When the last of the booty was lifted out of the inky water, Paulinus tugged open the mouth of one of the bags. Torchlight reflecting off the glittering gold hoard turned the cavern walls the colour of melting butter and rendered everyone in the cave speechless. Everyone except Stuart Morholt, who began making high-pitched, squealy sounds of glee. He didn’t even shut up when Marcus dragged himself out of the pool— dripping wet, blue with cold, and almost six feet of solid, legionnaire-hardened muscles and simmering rage—and turned a flatly murderous glare on him.

“Oh, lighten up, Muscles,” Morholt sneered through the tangled, filthy beard that matted the lower half of his face. A half-mad glint was in his eye and Marcus wondered if Morholt even knew who he was. Who he really was.

“And anyway, you should thank me,” Morholt continued. “Look at you now. Not a trace of that old linguist geekery to be found.”

So he does know.

He knew exactly who Marcus was—who he’d been—and he felt not a trace of remorse. That made Marcus want to kill him all the more. With the rage that had been building around his heart threatening to spill over, he had to savagely clamp down on the desire to leap for Morholt’s throat. Or Paulinus’s. Either would make him feel infinitely better.

TWO DAYS LATER Marcus wasn’t feeling any less antipathy as he rode shotgun on a pony-drawn cart full of gold. It rumbled and rattled down a rutted track toward the shore where two merchant vessels were moored in the deep part of a river that emptied into the Severn Estuary. The governor had ordered Marcus Donatus, Stuart Morholt, and a dozen others who’d been under Quintus Postumus’s command to stay aboard the lead ship, the one he’d commandeered for transporting the Druid gold to Nero. To guard it from attack. And to keep Morholt offshore, his wafting scent seeming to grievously offend Paulinus’s nostrils.

Marcus, who understood the sentiment, stationed himself as far away from the man as humanly possible. The ship was huge and so that wasn’t hard. But its sheer size also made it an easy target for attack—if anyone had such a thing in mind. The legionnaires on board would sleep in two-hour shifts just in case.

The men who remained onshore would also stand guard in case the scathach tried to get their gold back. Even though the governor, not having experienced them firsthand, had barely refrained from scoffing at the accounts of the savage, mysterious warrior women.

Marcus would have felt even better if the ship’s masts hadn’t proven such advantageous perching ground for so many ravens. The feathered beasts hunched in twos and threes, more than a dozen of them on the high beams, staring silently down on the sailors and soldiers with unblinking, condemnatory gazes. He tried to remember what a group of ravens was called.

Oh, right.

“An unkindness of ravens,” he murmured. “Well … better than a murder of crows. I hope.”

As the last of the day’s light leached from the sky, Marcus settled himself on the deck and listened as a group of sailors sang a mournful song of a lost pretty girl. Then, exhausted by the tension and feeling sorry for himself, wishing Allie was there beside him to share the warmth of his cloak, his eyelids drooped slowly shut and his head lolled back. He was out like a snuffed candle.

Marcus didn’t hear the muffled gasps of the sailors as the ravens’ croaking transformed into the whispered voices of women.

The scathach hadn’t needed to board the ship under the cover of darkness.

They were already there.
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Normally Clare would have been all over Al’s plan to return to the past. It would have been her plan. And it would have worked like a charm, just as it had before. Foolproof. Only … the thing was, Clare was starting to suspect that her “plans” hadn’t been “foolproof,” or really even “plans.” She had, in fact, been foolhardy. And double-damn lucky. And she was starting to suspect that going back could have far-reaching consequences. She wanted to dissuade Al from the attempt, even though the thought of it made her feel guilty.

When Al focused a bleary, basilisk glare on her best friend since grade school, Clare reached over to grab her hand. “Al,” she said gently. “Yes, you lost Marcus. And I am so, so sorry. But I barely hung on to you”—she glanced back and forth between Al and Milo—“both of you. And I’m not willing to do that again. I’m done with the time travel. I’m NOT going back.”

Al was shaking her head now, her eyes burning with emotion.

“You think I’m being selfish,” Clare went on, “because I don’t want to risk all our lives to go back for something you want. But when I wanted to go back for me, you thought I was being stupid.”

Clare turned her gaze on Milo.

“And when you tried to go back instead of letting me take care of it, you thought you were being noble.”

“And you thought I was being stupid,” he countered.

“You were!” Clare threw her hands up in frustration. “You had no way to get back, Milo! We are not doing this again! I’m not doing this again!”

As silence spun out into the room, Clare held her breath. “Fine,” Al muttered darkly. “You can stay here-and-now all you want.” She pulled her hand out from under Clare’s. “I can go there-and-then just fine on my own, y’know. I did it once before, din’ I? Just need to go find another skull or something, and zot! Am I right?” She looked to Piper for backup. (Al had been prickly about Piper’s usurping her role as Clare’s shimmer anchor in their latest round of Shenanigans, but Piper had also supplied her with the brandy, so all was apparently forgiven.)

Piper blinked and said, “Right. Zot.” She pushed back from the workbench and stood. “I’ll go put the kettle on. I think maybe a switch to a nice cup of strong tea might be in order.”

“I’m not drunk!” Al exclaimed. “I’m mad!”

“No argument,” Piper muttered, putting the kettle on despite Al’s protests. “As a Hatter, I’d say.”

“You’re funny,” Al said, then turned to Clare and Milo. “She’s funny. I can totally see why you replaced me with her.”

Clare rolled her eyes. “Al—”

“No no … s’okay. I get it.” Al sniffed. “I mean, just because Marcus thinks I’m amazing and magic and the coolest person he’s ever met is no reason for you guys to think the same thing—”

“For crying out loud, Al!” Clare grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.

A big sloppy teardrop spilled from Al’s left eye and rolled down the side of her freckle-dusted nose. “I promised him, Clare!”

Clare let go of her and sighed.

“At least I meant to,” Al continued. “I know I promised myself …”

“Of course you did.” Clare nodded wearily. “Probably just after he kissed you.”

“Right before you interrupted us.” Al sniffled and shot her a look. “Yeah, sure. Then. Or maybe it was before that. Maybe it was after I saw him naked.”

“Uh?”

Al waved a hand in extravagant nonchalance. “Bathing. In the river.” The wave turned into a descriptive gesture that bordered on PG-13. “He has a legionnaire physique …”

Milo pinched the bridge of his nose and turned away from his cousin’s pantomime. “Allie—”

Al suddenly seemed to realize what her hand was doing and snatched it out of the air, hiding it behind her back. Clare stifled an inappropriate snort of amusement. Now was not the time. Al was an emotional wreck (something Clare had, in all the years of their friendship, never had to deal with) and this was serious stuff they were discussing. Potentially messing with the space–time continuum—again—stuff. Clare needed to maintain a serious face.

“My point is …” Al continued, grey eyes unblinking even as a faint hint of pink crept up her pale cheeks, “I wanna bring him home. Here. But not for me. For him.”

Clare chewed her bottom lip.

“He held my hand, Clare,” she said.

“He also let go,” Milo pointed out quietly.

Al turned to her cousin. “Sorry?”

Clare blinked at him. “What?”

“He let go,” Milo said again, a hard edge to his voice. “You told us that when you first met him he had no intention of ever returning to the future. The present. Maybe he changed his mind at the last minute. Maybe he really didn’t want to come back, Allie. It’s not a huge stretch to imagine him having second thoughts—”

“Why are you doing this?” Al interrupted him, eyes narrowed and angry.

“Doing what?”

“Arguing like this.” Al’s disappointment at suddenly losing an ally was stark on her face.

“Because,” Milo said, “Clare’s really the only one who gets to wear the expert hat in this situation.” He glanced over at Clare. “She’s right. It’s just getting too damned dangerous and way too damned complicated. And Clare’s the shimmerer. The rest of us are … incidental.”

Clare heard the dull hurt in his voice and her heart clenched a little.

“She doesn’t want you going back,” he continued. “Neither do I.”

Al shook her head. “Mi—”

“No, Allie.” Milo’s eyes blazed. “We’re not continuing this discussion. Not now. Not tonight.”

In a tense pause, the two of them engaged in a staring contest. A silent battle of McAllister wills. Finally Milo turned away, shaking his head.

“It’s almost not even night anymore,” he said quietly. “The sun will be up in a few hours and none of us is in any kind of fit mental state to discuss this calmly or rationally. Especially not you.”

“He’s right.” Piper sighed wearily. “I think we should all turn in.”

Clare nodded. “We can meet tomorrow at the Rifleman for breakfast and decide what to do from here. Okay, Al?”

Al stuck out her bottom lip mutinously but then got up slowly. Milo shrugged into an old windbreaker Piper held out for him, zipping it up over his bare, still faintly blue chest so that he could walk the girls to their B&B in the chilly pre-dawn darkness without raising any eyebrows. The fact that Al was still dressed for an upscale toga party would be hard enough to explain, should they meet any passersby on the short walk back to the Avalon Mists. Which they probably wouldn’t. Glastonbury was a quiet little town and most of its inhabitants were sensibly asleep at that time of night, not having just experienced a mystical spatio-temporal anomaly atop the town’s beloved molehill.

WITH AL SAWING LOGS on top of the covers and still wrapped in her stola, Clare walked Milo out to the B&B’s little courtyard. She looked up into his face. In the moonlight the hint of blond stubble on his chin was almost silvery, the planes of his cheekbones carved with deep shadows. His normally placid blue gaze was the colour of a stormy sea.

“What if it was you?” she asked quietly.

“What if what was me?”

“Stuck back there. Like Marcus.”

“It’s not the same.” He shook his head. “And I’m not like him.”

“I know that.” Clare crossed her arms, hugging herself against the cold. “You don’t run around in skirts and sandals following silly orders and oppressing the indigenous populace. But … what if? I mean, what if it was you who’d gotten trapped?”

“Then I’d have to deal with it.” Milo shrugged. “And I wouldn’t expect you to come after me, even though I know you probably would.” He sighed deeply. “Clare … Allie barely even knows this guy. And he was born in the seventies. He’s way too old for her!”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Yes,” Milo said. “Sort of. But think about it. You saw him. He’s a soldier in the Roman army, and a pretty well-acclimatized one at that. He has a life there. Then. It’s not like we’ve left him in a place where he can’t take care of himself. Where he hasn’t built himself some kind of rewarding existence.”

“Rewarding?” Clare asked sardonically, remembering what the Roman camp looked like the last time she’d seen it. “I’d say more like flammable.”

Milo went silent, his gaze boring into her, intense and troubled.

“Clare …” he said finally. “You know you scare the hell out of me, right?”

“I do?”

He nodded. “I mean, not so much you but … the things you do. I worry that one day it’s not all going to come back around and be all right.” He shrugged helplessly—a gesture he was distinctly unsuited for. “I worry that I’ll lose you. Or worse, that I’ll never have had you in the first place.”

“But then you wouldn’t even know, would you?”

“Maybe not.” He reached up and traced the curve of her cheek with a fingertip, making her shiver. “But I don’t want to find out.”

“I don’t either.”

They lapsed into silence again and the night spiralled out all around them, dark and serene and filled with small night sounds made by small night things.

“Milo … back in the camp,” she said hesitantly. “With the fire and the fighting and the danger and running around … did you really—”

“Mean what I said?”

She looked up at him. What he’d said was “I love you.”

“Yeah, Clare de Lune. I really did. And that’s why I can’t risk losing you again.”

“What about at the end of summer?” she asked, giving voice to a silent, nagging doubt that she’d only just now acknowledged. “I mean, I’ll be going back home …”

“And you think I can’t be bothered to cross a measly ocean to come and see you?” Milo’s voice had gone a bit husky. “I have a ton of lieu time banked at work, a light course load next semester, a fantastic travel agent, and an intense burning incentive to get on a transatlantic flight. I might just make it to Canada before you do.”

Clare was about to say something flirtatious and witty when Milo bent his head, his eyes burning like blue flames before they drifted closed, his lips stealing every cubic inch of breath from her lungs. Milo’s kiss was spectacular, and Clare kissed him back for all she was worth. It went a long way toward making up for all the not-so-spectacular stuff that had transpired in the hours since the skies above Glastonbury Tor had shattered at Milo’s command and Clare had felled him with a bodycheck, knocking him back into the past to rescue his cousin together. It also convinced her that she’d do anything he asked. All she and Milo had been trying to do was keep each other safe. To save each other from harm—just as Al and Marcus had been trying to do. She started to come to a decision.

No. No decisioning while kissing, said a voice in her head.

Too late, said another voice.

Do not mess with the kissing.

I’m not stupid.

Uh …

All right! All right. I’ll sleep on it, okay?

The voices in her head continued on arguing in that fashion while Clare’s lips steadfastly ignored them both and got on with the important things. Because in the morning those same lips would be the ones to tell Milo all the decisions Clare was making that he wasn’t going to want to hear.

Yay, lips.

IT WAS WITH GREAT reluctance that Milo finally pried himself away from Clare’s lips and let her go. When he got back to his room in the Glastonbury hotel he didn’t even bother turning on the lights. He had an overwhelming urge to fall face-first into a pillow and commence snoring. The bone-deep weariness dragging at his limbs was worse than any all-nighter he’d ever pulled—and there’d been more than a few of those over the course of his academic career.

He bolted the door and in a kind of dream state shuffled toward the bed, navigating by way of the dim blue moonlight that filtered in through the window and stripping off the windbreaker as he went. As he passed the bathroom, Milo caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and was startled by the writhing blue patterns undulating across the moon-pale skin of his arms and chest. Slithering, serpentine … glowing.

He lunged through the bathroom door, slamming his hand against the light switch on the wall. A soft gold glow filled the room and Milo stood, panting with sudden fear, in front of the mirror. There was nothing. He twisted and turned, examining every inch of his back and chest and arms in his reflection. Here and there he could still make out faint remaining traces of glitter from the eye makeup he’d substituted for traditional Druid woad. But no more than that. The designs were gone.

It’s your imagination, idiot …

He closed his eyes and recalled the sensation of Clare redrawing the markings that had become smudged when she’d football-tackled him through the temporal portal and into the past. Her fingertips on his skin, a wry glint of mischief in her eyes as she dragged the blue paint along his ribs. It amazed Milo how Clare could maintain a sense of humour when the world around her was burning to the ground. How she could just sort of roll with things. Even when the going got weird— and it really did—she managed somehow not to collapse. Not to lose it.

The Raven watches over her …

Yeah? Is that a Good Thing or a Bad Thing?

Cursed and Blessed are two sides of the same coin.

Right. I knew you were gonna say something like … wait. Who am I talking to …?

Milo took his glasses off and stared at himself in the mirror.

The eyes that stared back at him were leached of all colour by the room’s dim yellow light. They looked dark, almost black, not like his eyes at all. The sharp shadows under his cheeks and the growth of stubble on his chin made him look harder, older than usual. As if he’d seen things and done things he hadn’t.

But Connal had.

Connal the Druid warrior prince.

Clare had been horrified when she realized that vestiges of the young Druid’s consciousness were still floating around, trapped in Milo’s mind.

“He’s still in your head, isn’t he?” she’d asked him. “Connal?”

It wasn’t as if he was possessed or something. Not anymore. But there were … things. Knowledge. Secrets. Magic …

Power.

Yeah, he thought to himself. Power that you will never again have the opportunity to use. And that’s the way it should be. You have what you need. You have her.

The dream girl of his geek heart. Clare de Lune. And he would keep her, because he would keep her safe—by not messing around with any more Druid magic.

It was chilly in the room, so he went to the drawer where he’d unpacked a stack of T-shirts and plucked one off the top, pulling it on over his head. The faded Superman crest, with the swirling lines of the iconic S, was like some kind of modern pop-culture riff on the ancient protective Druid markings he’d worn painted on his skin only hours earlier. Milo frowned and stripped off the shirt, reaching instead for one emblazoned with the Batman logo. The foreboding, winged silhouette seemed more appropriate that night.

He flopped down on the neatly made bed and stared up at the ceiling, remembering kissing Clare in the Roman camp to the accompaniment of catapult song and battle cry and sword clash. That … had really been something. He couldn’t quite believe it had happened. Still, he’d have to turn in his D&D Dungeon Master credentials if he failed to acknowledge that the whole experience had been seriously levelled-up COOL. Demonstrably cooler than making maps.

Especially, he thought as his eyes finally drifted shut, in an age when there’s almost nowhere left to find. Almost …
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Standing in the upstairs hallway of the Avalon Mists the next morning, waiting for Clare to get dressed, Allie regarded her reflection in a long mirror on the wall through bleary eyes. Gone was the elegant Roman stola, and her feet were once more encased in boots. Beneath the artfully battered black cowboy hat—Clare had thoughtfully rescued it from the dig site after Allie’s unintentional time-zot—her flat-ironed hair was sleek and straight. She’d wriggled into a pair of black skinny jeans that morning and her alabaster-skinned arms were once more covered to the wrists in a clingy black long-sleeved T-shirt stencilled with a silvery, glow-in-the-dark Iron Man “arc reactor” heart. Sartorially speaking, she was back to her old self.

But there was something … different about her. Something that looked just a little out of place. Or time. Beneath the brim of her hat, Allie could see there were shadows twisting in the depths of her stormy grey gaze.

She was still standing there, glaring at herself, when her cousin’s reflection appeared over her shoulder.

“Hey, Allie,” Milo said, wrapping her in a brief hug. “Good morning.”

The circles under his eyes were even darker than the ones under hers. But after their argument last night, Allie was less than sympathetic. She had only four words for him: “He has a Walkman.”

“What?” Clare asked, poking her head around the door, her golden-brown waves shining. She looked annoyingly well-rested and bright-eyed.

“A Walkman,” Allie repeated. “A portable cassette tape player. From, like, the eighties. I’d never seen one up close before, but there it was. With a secret stash of batteries and this mix tape of songs that was, like, all distorted because he’d been playing it for years, in secret. He still had that stupid skinny leather tie. I know you both think he’s fine there. Acclimatized. But he’s not. He doesn’t want to stay there.”

Milo’s brow began to knot behind the blond fringe of his hair.

“Allie,” he sighed. “I thought we decided—”

“You.” Allie cut him short. “You decided.”

“Okay. I’m eating breakfast before we have this conversation,” Milo said and, turning on his heel, left the girls standing there.

“Wow,” Clare said. “Need coffee much?”

“He’s not the only one.” Allie realized her head was actually throbbing a bit.

“No kidding.” Clare put a hand on Allie’s arm. “Hang on a second …”

She frowned and seemed to search for words.

“You gonna tell me again how wrong I am?” Allie bristled.

“No.” Clare shook her head. “I was going to tell you that you’re right.”

Allie glared at her suspiciously. “And … you came to this conclusion when, exactly?”

“It probably started when I was snogging your cousin goodnight.”

“I see.”

“Also, I didn’t sleep much.” She shrugged. “Partly because you were snoring like a freight train, but mostly because I couldn’t stop thinking about it and ultimately, yeah. I came to the conclusion that I think you’re right. Soldier Boy did want to come with. And not because he’s yearning for a contemporary music fix or pining for the latest in retro-future fashion. I saw how he looked at you.”

Allie felt a sudden wave of heat rush up her cheeks. With any luck it would at least drive away some of her hangover pallor.

Clare grinned evilly. “He thinks you’re se-e-ex-ey …” she sang in an annoying warble.

“Shut up,” Allie muttered. The after-effects of the brandy made it particularly grating.

“He called you ma-a-ag-ic …”

“Shut!”

“He wants to ki-i-iss you— Urk!”

Allie’s hands were around Clare’s throat, but she couldn’t seem to muster a robust choking grip and it did nothing to stop the laughter burbling up through Clare’s windpipe. After a fruitless moment, she dropped her hands to her sides and sighed.

“Oh, look,” Clare said once she’d stopped giggling. “You wanna know exactly what I was thinking last night when I should have been sleeping and dreaming of even more snogging with your cousin?”

“Er, no.”

“I was thinking that if Mark O’Donnell or Marcus Donatus or whatever the hell he wants to call himself had never encountered you, you brainy little temptress, he probably would be completely content to stick it out in the past, fighting barbarians and marching and digging and sharing tales of soldierly glory around campfires late into starry, only-slightlyobscured-by-the-pall-of-smoke-from-a-nearby-burning-village nights.”

Allie raised an eyebrow.

“What? Those were my exact thoughts, more or less. Which is when I realized something.”

“What’s that?”

“I grudge.”

“You grudge?”

“I do. I actually begrudge him. Soldier Boy.” Clare frowned, evidently troubled by the admission. “Not proud of it. But I think I’ve been distinctly biased against the guy based solely on his profession.”

“Because he’s a legionnaire.”

Clare nodded. “And that’s not cool. It’s not fair. To either of you.”

“Not fair how?”

“Because I keep thinking that, if he was some hot Druid who’d fallen for you and wanted to move to the future, or not even a hot Druid but just some regular Iceni tribesman—”

“Still hot though, right?”

“Right.” Clare dismissed any un-hot possibilities with a wave. “And if that was the case, I probably wouldn’t have even argued with you. I’d be all like ‘Awesome! Let’s turn on the Wayback Machine, collect the dude, and then do a musical shopping montage where we hit the High Street and transform Barbarian to Babe, huzzah!’” She did a little jazz-hands cheer and then dropped her arms to her sides, sheepishly shaking her head.

“But,” Allie continued on Clare’s behalf, “because Marcus is a Roman … sort of …”

“Even though he’s not,” Clare nodded, “he looks and acts like one, and so my first reaction was still ‘The hell with that guy.’ I realized, well, that that makes me a … something-ist. I’m not quite sure what. But I don’t like it.”

Allie was touched by Clare’s honesty. And, as always, more than a little amused.

“You’re not a something-ist,” she assured her. “And I think a musical shopping montage is one of your better ideas. Let’s go see if we can’t convince my cousin, your boyfriend, of that.”

“Let’s!” Clare linked an arm through Allie’s and improvised ridiculous lyrics based on their adventures to a variety of cheesy musical numbers all the way from the Avalon Mists down the street to the pub.

MILO WAS SITTING WITH Piper on the Rifleman’s patio when Clare and Al joined him, a steaming pot of coffee at his elbow, already half-empty. His food order, according to Goggles, had been prodigious.

Al launched directly into a passionate defence of going back and getting her man, Clare wedging in her own affirmations and sound-bite backups.

“So that’s it. I’m going,” Allie summed up finally. “Come hell or high water.”

“I’m betting on both!” Clare enthused.

And then Milo called her a traitor.

But when Clare began to sputter a protest, he held up a hand. “A traitor in the service of a noble cause. Look, I get it.” He held up his other hand. “And I give up.”

Clare exchanged a glance with Al. “You do?”

“Clare,” Milo sighed wearily, “I don’t know if I ever really thought I had a hope—I mean a real, legitimate hope—of convincing you to stick close to the old homestead, temporally speaking.”

“You didn’t?”

He shrugged. “Let’s face it. You’re an off-leash beagle.”

Goggles almost did a spit-take with her coffee.

“I’m a what?” Clare asked a bit frostily.

“You had that beagle named Reggie growing up,” Al commented unhelpfully. “Remember? He had that little drooling problem. And separation anxiety—”

“Yes,” Clare interrupted. “And floppy ears. And I still don’t get the analogy.”

Milo shook his head and pegged her with a pointed gaze. “Do you know why you almost never see a beagle in an obedience trial?” he asked, lifting his coffee cup to his mouth.

“Because they’re lousy at taking orders?”

“Yup.” He took a long swallow of coffee and stared at her over the rim of his cup. “They’re incredibly single-minded. Once they catch a scent of something, it’s almost impossible to call them off. You’re a beagle.”

Piper snorted and Al nudged her sharply with an elbow. The nudge jostled Piper’s arm, knocking Morholt’s Moleskine journal off the table. It landed on the patio decking and flopped open to the back page. The girl-antiquarian gasped as if she’d just dropped a limited-edition Royal Doulton china figurine and launched out of her seat onto her knees, reached for the journal … and froze.

“What on earth …?” she murmured.

“What?” Clare asked.

Piper held up a silencing hand as she carefully set the diary back on the table. Clare bent her head and looked closely. There was a … thing. A little bit of extra paper—like the corner of a square—was sticking out from the top edge of the seam where the Moleskine’s decorative backing paper was glued to its back cover. It looked as though someone had carefully lifted up the backing with a knife blade and concealed a folded bit of a page torn from somewhere else in the book. Goggles pulled a utility knife out of a pocket of her baggy cargo pants and flipped open a blade. She patiently, meticulously worked loose the carefully creased square of acid-free paper and peeled back the edges.

Clare watched as Piper’s mouth drifted open, but she couldn’t see what had so astonished her until Piper sat back. There, lying in the middle of the age-creased scrap of page, was a tiny flat square of black plastic.

“It’s … a memory chip,” Al said in a hushed voice.

Piper bent over again, peering at it minutely through the lime-green lenses of her steampunk-styled goggles du jour. She held it up between her thumb and forefinger so the others could see.

“So it is,” she murmured in agreement. “From a digital camera.”

Clare and Milo exchanged a glance.

Clare knew that when he’d briefly absconded with Morholt’s little journal he’d doubtless examined the thing thoroughly. That was what Milo did. And there wasn’t much that was beyond his understanding.

Except maybe this.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “That … that wasn’t there before. I mean, I’m pretty sure I would have noticed it.” He turned to Piper. “Did you know it was there? I mean, you would have noticed it, right?”

Goggles raised an eyebrow at him. Of course she would have noticed. Over the years it had been in her possession she’d read the diary back to front countless times, memorizing every scratch of ink, every crease and contour. The chip might have been carefully concealed, but surely she would have noticed the slight bulge behind the backing paper …

Clare leaned across the table and plucked the card from Goggles’s grip. She brought it close to her face, examining it, and when she turned it over she noticed a tiny smear of crimson on the back.

“Gah!” She dropped the thing on the table.

It looked like … blood.

Then Al picked it up. “Huh. Nail polish.”

Clare grabbed the bit of plastic back from Al’s fingertips. Before they’d even started on the journey to Glastonbury the girls had joked about manicures and how they’d ever manage to keep theirs in decent shape, what with all the digging in trenches. Clare, ever forward thinking, had packed several shades of lacquer. One of them, labelled “Hot Tamale!,” was a favourite summertime shade.

In fact, she had a bottle of it in her bag.

The bag hanging off the back of her chair.

Wordlessly she reached for it, unzipped the main compartment, and pulled out first the little glass bottle and then her digital camera. In all the excitement she’d forgotten she’d packed the thing, and had yet to take a single picture of their Glastonbury sojourn. As Al and Milo and Piper watched, Clare popped open the back of the camera, worked the memory chip free from its slot, and laid it down in the centre of a drink mat. Then she shook the bottle of crimson enamel, cracked it open, and used the brush to paint a tiny dot on the back of the memory card. As she lifted the little brush from the surface, it left a smear along one edge of the dot. Like a comet tail. She blew on the thing to dry it and then put it back down.

Fingers trembling, Piper laid the other card—the one from the journal—beside it on the table. Its polish mark—like a tiny red dot with a comet tail—was a perfect match.

Silence descended.

Breakfast came and—plates largely untouched, even Milo’s—went as the four of them watched the two memory cards like a family of hawks, wondering if one or the other wouldn’t just poof out of existence given the proximity of its temporal-loopy doppelgänger.

“Like the torc,” Al said suddenly, turning to blink at Milo over the top of her sunglasses. “In the tomb. Remember the tomb? You said both torcs couldn’t exist at the same place at the same time and that’s why the cigar box was empty when we opened it and Stu almost shot me again.”

“It was a toy gun,” Clare interjected.

“Yeah …” Al drawled. “Didn’t know that at the time …”

“Right.” Clare glared at the little black plastic squares. She vividly recalled how they’d walked the spiral path that had magically led them through the walls between worlds and into Boudicca’s burial chamber. The exquisite golden neck ring—what the modern world knew as the Great Snettisham Torc—had gleamed in the torchlight where it lay on the cold stone slab, resting on the collarbones of the ancient Iceni queen’s skeletal remains. And how the very same torc they’d carried with them into the tomb had vanished.

“How,” Al continued, “can these things exist in the same time and place if they’re the same object when Boudicca’s torc couldn’t? What am I missing here, Milo?”

“She’s got a point, smart guy.” Clare gestured at the two red-dotted memory cards. “’Splain.”

“Because,” Milo began, “Boudicca’s tomb—the inside of it, at least—had existed in a different time stream—an alternate reality, if you want to think of it that way—right up until the moment Clare went back and changed the way Connal and Comorra’s story played out. But I’m guessing these memory cards are part of the same time stream. They’re the exact same object, existing in the exact same reality, and we’re just experiencing them—it—at two different points in its own distinct timeline.”

Clare put a hand to her forehead and groaned, expecting to hear her brain go ka-boom at any second.

“No. No—this is good!” Milo held up a hand and frowned, logicking his way through the problem. “It means that, whatever we do this time around, we don’t alter the temporal flow.”

“We don’t?” Piper asked hesitantly. “We didn’t?”

Al’s dark brows were knit in fierce concentration. “He’s right. I think. We haven’t. At least, not yet.”

Milo shrugged. “It’s theoretical,” he said. “It’s a working theory.”

“Yeah?” Piper said. “Well, let’s hope it works all right!”

Goggles was pretty touchy about alterations in the timeline. Mostly, Clare figured, because her very existence seemed predicated on Stuart Morholt’s having ensured that his diary—written from his entrapment in the first century— would one day reach Clare as an heirloom of sorts, passed down through his subsequent generations. Clare preferred to avoid thinking about how he’d seduced a Druid high priestess in order to make that happen.

Shudder, she thought. And then shuddered.

“Wait!” Al said suddenly. “We’re idiots.” She pointed to Milo’s messenger bag where it sat on the bench seat beside him. “You have your computer with you, don’t you? Does it have a memory card reader?”

“Oh. Uh, yeah. Of course it does …”

He reached for the bag and pulled out the sleek silver machine. Then he flipped open the top and popped the chip into a side slot. The four of them held their collective breath as they waited for the computer to read the files.

“I can’t believe I didn’t think of it earlier,” Milo murmured, groping blindly for the dregs of his coffee without taking his eyes off the little rainbow-coloured “waiting” wheel rotating in the middle of the screen.

“Think of what?” Clare asked, equally mesmerized by the spinning cursor.

“Sending back a camera. A digital camera …” Milo impatiently scrolled back and forth through the blank thumbnail placeholder icons as the pictures loaded up on the machine. It seemed to be taking a while. “All this time you could have been documenting your shimmer trips. Whoever put that chip in there probably sent back a wealth of information.” His fingers drummed on the laptop casing. “Come on … come on …”

“Yeah, but …” Clare frowned. “How? What about the whole shimmy-shimmer-coco-pop-electro-kablooey? Wouldn’t the camera just go Pfft?”

It was, she supposed, to Milo’s credit that he didn’t raise an eyebrow or even ask her what the hell she meant by that.

“I mean,” she continued, “I was always under the rather combustible impression that my time travel perma-fried anything with an electronic pulse.”

Milo nodded slowly, thinking that one through. The magic that created the time rifts that sent Clare bounding between aeons created energy surges (or pulses or whatever) that shorted out (or burned out or pulse-fried or whatever) anything with an active electrical current that Clare happened to be in contact with.

“I dunno, Mi,” Al was saying, forehead creased in logicpuzzle mode. “I mean, sure … Marcus’s old Walkman cassette player still worked, but that was only because he’d carried the batteries back in time separately.”

Al’s cheeks had flushed to a bright pink beneath the hint of tan she’d acquired on the Glastonbury dig. Clare wondered what it was about the Walkman that was making Al blush.

“No live current,” Piper said, “no surge.”

“I suppose you could take the battery out of a digital camera,” Clare suggested.

“What about the internal battery?” Piper asked.

“Piper’s right,” Milo said.

Clare attempted a know-it-all glare at Piper but was pretty sure it came off as half-hearted. Goggles had proven herself too useful and too stalwart to provoke real ire. Piper returned Clare’s glare with an unusually mild told-ya face.

“Most cameras have internal rechargeable batteries to keep the time-stamp features and setting preferences operating,” Milo went on. “They’re not generally user-replaceable. I mean, I could probably crack open the housing and do it, but—”

“You’d risk messing up its guts,” Al said. “And anyway, if the shimmer wave produces a surge and not a short, you risk frying circuitry with or without a battery anyway.”

“Unless …” Milo reached over and tapped a finger on the camera casing.

Al tilted her head. “Unless what?”

“A Faraday cage.”

Piper blinked in confusion. At least she didn’t know everything, Clare thought. She raised a hand as if asking for clarification in science lab. Not that she’d ever done that. “Uh, question for the Tech-Talk Twins?”

“Yes?” Milo said, pointing to Clare. “You there in the front row?”

“What.” Clare paused for effect. “On earth. Is a Faraday cage?”

“Sounds like something you use to photograph sharks in the ocean,” Piper put in.

“Oh, that’s encouraging.” Clare glanced sideways at her.

“Different kind of cage,” Milo explained. “In this case, it’s as simple as wrapping the camera in foil and carrying it close to your body when you shimmer. If that laptop you fried back at my office was any indication, the EMP—electromagnetic pulse—originates with you and flows outward. Electricity naturally wants to travel along the surface of things. A foil package would shield the camera’s core from the energy surge.”

“Uh-huh.” Clare nodded.

The computer made a ping sound. Milo’s lip twitched as he glanced at it.

“So when you go back”—he spun the laptop around so that the girls could see the first image that had popped up onto the screen—“you can take whimsical vacation snaps that won’t be seen by anyone for almost two thousand years.”

Clare felt as if the Rifleman’s patio had suddenly dropped out from under her.

Because there she was on the screen of Milo’s computer, standing in bright sunlight against a backdrop of sparkling waves with a red-cliffed island in the distance, holding up a scrap of canvas. Scrawled upon it were black, spindly letters (in Clare’s famously crappy handwriting):

HAVING A WONDERFUL TIME TRAVEL …
WISH YOU WERE HERE!


[image: image] 5

The blade pressed against Marcus’s throat was very cold. And very sharp. He knew that without even opening his eyes, because he could feel the sting of the shallow wound it had already made in his flesh, accompanied with a warm trickle of blood down the side of his neck.

“I thank you for this gift of blood,” a voice, low and husky and female, whispered in his ear as he felt the press of cloth against the cut. “It will be put to good use. I promise you.”

He cracked open his eyes and tried—unsuccessfully—not to flinch. Kneeling over him where he lay on the deck of the ship, still wrapped in his legionnaire’s cloak and under an ink-dark sky, was Mallora. High Druidess of Mona, leader of the scathach. Sorceress, warrior, enemy of Rome.

Behind her he could see his fellow legionnaires: pale-faced in the moonlight, bereft of their weapons, and surrounded by a tight circle of fierce, extravagantly well-armed women. These proud soldiers—the ones Suetonius Paulinus had assigned to guard the merchant galley and its cargo of stolen gold—now knelt on the rolling deck of the ship, grim and defeated. The scathach, it seemed, had taken the ship without striking a single blow. Three of the warrior women stood before a pile of spatha and gladii, standard-issue weapons of the legionnaire’s fighting kit. The men who’d been under siege by those same scathach for weeks, who knew what it was to fight against them and lose, had surrendered to a man.

High above Marcus’s head, the ship’s mast was empty of ravens.

One of the scathach cocked her head and croaked a laugh, her eyes glittering with magic, or madness. Marcus shifted his eyes back to Mallora.

The cloth she held pressed to his neck was the hem of her ragged, feather-embellished cloak. She carefully drew it back, regarded its shiny slick of blood, and nodded in satisfaction.

“You’re like the girl,” she said.

“What girl?”

“And you’re like him.” She tipped her chin at where Stuart Morholt sat with his back against the side of the ship, knees drawn up tight against his chest.

“I’m nothing like him.”

“He really, really isn’t,” Morholt agreed.

Mallora chuckled, a deep, raspy sound. “I mean you’re a traveller.”

Marcus understood then that by “girl” she’d meant Clare. Or maybe Allie. One who has travelled through time and space. She held her dagger up in front of her face, a single line of Marcus’s blood running in a bright crimson rivulet down the dark-grey surface of the blade. “I can bend to my will the magic that lies dormant in your blood. I will use it to get us where we need to go.”

“And what’s wrong with my blood?” Morholt asked.

Mallora turned her gaze upon him.

“Er … not that I mind your using his, actually,” Morholt stammered. “Really, I have a low pain threshold and—”

Mallora grinned and put her fingers to his lips, silencing him. “I have everything I need from you, dear mad one.”

She said it with a strange kind of affection, but it was clear that Morholt’s time at her side was at an end. She didn’t need him any longer, Marcus thought. She had other priorities now.

“You and the others are free to move about the ship,” she said as she stood. “But please do not attempt to retake it, or your weapons, from my scathach. It would be a mistake. And would serve only to feed the fishes on the way to our destination.”

She turned and disappeared into the striped canvas tent that served as the captain’s quarters. Marcus stood and went to the bow—and realized that the ship was moving silently with the current into the Severn Estuary. The shore was only a rugged line in the distance.

When dawn broke, the scathach prodded the galley’s terrified sailors to their stations. They raised the sail and headed westward. Across the ocean. On the second day out, Mallora reappeared from the tent. She paced to the point of the ship’s bow and lifted her arms to the sky.

And the sky began to swirl.

All around Marcus, the soldiers of Rome began to shout with alarm and terror as a wave of distortion spiralled out before them and swept toward the ship like an onrushing vortex.

A hand of fear gripped his throat.

On the evening of the first day he’d noticed a black speck following in their wake—the second galley that had been moored in the river, no doubt bearing Suetonius Paulinus and the rest of the legionnaires. It had been gaining on them steadily, and he’d dared to hope that help was on its way. Now Marcus feared they’d sail beyond its reach forever.

He climbed on the stern rail for a better view. The mystical wave that had swept his ship had also engulfed the other. Far behind, but caught in the same slipstream of the enchantment. Marcus felt sorry for his fellows. But at least wherever they were headed … they were headed there together. Travelling through time.

“Wonderful,” he muttered. He fixed his eyes on the horizon, wondering where the hell he’d find himself at the end of it all. Longing panged in his chest, and he wished that Allie were there.

“‘HAVING A WONDERFUL TIME TRAVEL’?” Al read out the message on Milo’s computer screen. “‘Wish you were here’? Seriously?”

“The hell?” Clare murmured, leaning forward. “Where am I?”

“You’re on a boat,” Piper pointed out helpfully.

“Okay …” Al pushed the cowboy hat back on her head and leaned back in her seat, her gaze fixed on Clare’s image. “So you’re gonna shimmer. Again. Only … how do we—or rather how did you—get back?” She shifted her gaze to Clare. “I mean, again? Milo’s Druid rift was way dangerous and, like you said all along, a one-way trip.”

Clare nodded. “Right.”

“We don’t have the torc,” Al continued.

“Nope.”

“And the diary only gets us here from there and who knows where it is now on that end of things—other than probably in the hands of Mallora the Maleficent—and we have no shimmer triggers.”

Al tilted the brim of her hat back down and stared at Clare from behind her mirrored sunglasses. Clare knew she wasn’t blinking.

She bit her lip. “Um.”

“Do we, Clare?” Al prodded.

“Well …”

“There’s another trigger?” Milo asked wryly.

“Yes,” Clare said through her teeth. “There’s another trigger.”

“Where?” Piper frowned.

Clare shrugged. “Bloody Nicky has it.”

Piper flicked up the green outer lenses of her goggles and narrowed her eyes at Clare through two clear glass portholes. “No he doesn’t! He would have told me. He never told me!”

“He doesn’t know.”

“What is it?” Al asked, leaning her elbows on the table. “The trigger, I mean.”

“Remember the Grad Squad Pocket Change Extravaganza?”

Al blinked. “You mean the coin hoard those archaeology students discovered at the dig site and have no doubt been patting themselves on the back about since?”

“Yup.”

“The paltry find of unmagical ancient laundry money?” Al frowned. “Not possible. There’s nothing magical-mystery about plain old coins.”

“Not initially, no.” Clare tried not to sound too pleased with herself. “Not until I found them in their original state in Stuart Morholt’s possession when we were in the prisoners’ tent back in the Roman camp. I asked Llassar to magic up one of the coins using my blood while you guys were otherwise occupied.”

“And you didn’t tell me.” Al had injected a strain of operatic disappointment into her voice.

“Or me,” Milo said.

“Yes I did!” Clare protested. “I just did.”

Al shook her head. “You made a contingency plan. You contingencied.”

“Is that even a word?”

“Without me!” she continued. “You arranged backup without alerting your backup! Seriously. Dude. When did you decide to go all Rogue Agent?”

Clare rolled her eyes and signalled the waitress for the bill.

The thing was, she’d been trying to keep it from herself. She’d done it because she was afraid that, once she and Milo and Piper had completed that last journey and rescued Al from the clutches of history, that … well, that would be that.

Over. Finito. No more shimmering. Ever.

The prospect had panicked Clare down to her socks. So she’d arranged for one last secret shimmer trigger. It would exist. She would know it existed. And that—the knowing— would be enough. Enough to convince her that she could go back again, even if she never did. Even if at the end of the summer she and Al got on a plane to Toronto and returned to school and graduated and got jobs and never travelled to Britain ever again, Clare could go through the rest of her life knowing that if she ever had to, she could.

Shimmer …

The little silver disc, enchanted with blood pricked from her thumb with Piper’s letter opener, would be there if Clare needed it. Most likely in a box somewhere in the bowels of the museum and so quite out of reach, but there. A mental security blanket. Something to keep her from losing her mind every time she reflected back on the events of that one crazy summer.

Her little secret.

She’d never expected to use it. Certainly not so soon. But the thrill that ran up her spine at the thought of it gave her pause.

Damn, she thought ruefully. I’m actually becoming addicted to time travel. And I don’t think there’s a rehab program for that.

Milo leaned forward and put a hand on Al’s shoulder. “Cut her some slack,” he said quietly. “I think I know why Clare did it.”

Clare looked at him.

“Mental security blanket?” he said, plucking the thought right from her brain.

Clare bit her lip and nodded.

“I … oh.” A look of concern washed over Al’s freckle-dusted face. “You know, I didn’t think of it like that. Of what all of this must be doing to you. I mean … I’m sorry, Clare.” She sighed. “Since all this started, you’ve just … handled it. Brilliantly. When I was back there? I kind of lost it. It’s like I couldn’t handle any of it. I panicked and I hated that and if it hadn’t been for Marcus, I don’t think I would have …”

“Would have what?”

Al shrugged and looked down. “Survived.”

“Oh.”

Milo’s fingers tightened on his cousin’s shoulder. “And you still want to go back there?”

“Want? Not really.” Al shrugged. “But I owe it to him. And probably to me, too.”

“Guess it’s a good thing I was blessed with incredible foresight,” Clare sighed.

“Cursed and Blessed are two sides of the same coin …” Milo murmured, his gaze drifting into the middle distance.

“What was that?”

“Hm?” He looked at Clare, blinking his eyes back into focus. “Oh … nothing. Just something I heard. Somewhere.” He lifted his coffee cup, realized it was long empty, and set it back down on the table hard enough to rattle the remaining cutlery. “If we’re going to do this,” he said, “we’re going to do it right.”

Clare nodded sharply. “Agreed.”

“You and Allie are going back together and you will remain together at all times,” he went on. “And while you’re there, Piper and I will remain together at all times.”

“Uh. At all times?” Clare asked.

“Yeah … at all times?” Piper asked.

“Yes.” Milo was adamant. “And if either of us has the slightest inkling that things are going sideways, she’ll pull you back. No arguments. No resisting.”

He waited for Clare and Al to nod in agreement. Which, after a moment, they did. Piper had gone a bit wide-eyed at Milo’s words, whether from apprehension or anticipation.

It better not be anticipation, Clare thought.

She felt an uncomfortable twist in the pit of her stomach at the prospect of leaving Milo alone with cute, quirky, geektastic Goggles, but she didn’t really have a choice. And to be fair, Piper had already proven herself, both as a mystical homing beacon and as a friend.

But, Clare vowed silently, I will still stab her with her very own Chuck and Di memorial letter opener if she so much as lays one fingerless-gloved hand on my nerd boy.

“So we’re agreed then?” her nerd boy continued. “No secrets, no improvising, no rogue-agent stuff. We keep each other in the loop.”

“How are we going to do that if Al and I are in the past?”

As if in answer, another ping came from Milo’s computer. They all turned to see that a second image from the memory card had finally unscrambled itself. It was a picture of Al this time, holding another scrap of cloth with a message and an arrow pointing to the island that had been smaller in the background of the first picture.

“Meet us HERE” the message said, this time in Al’s meticulous block-letter penmanship. “Three days from when you first see this. Sundown. DON’T BE LATE.”

“I guess that takes care of that,” Al said. “We’re in the loop.”

“I dunno,” Clare muttered. “Two messages—a lame-ass joke and cryptic directions to a mysterious island—do not a loop make. Where’s ‘here’? Where is that island?”

“I don’t know,” Milo sighed. “But I have a feeling we’ll find out sooner rather than later.”

“Sooner better be sometime in the next three days, according to this,” Al said.

“Meanwhile,” Milo said, closing the computer and shoving it back into its case, “we’d better pay a visit to our friendly local archaeologist. Because no one’s going anywhere until we get Clare’s shimmer trigger from Bloody Nicky’s stash.”

“No problemo.” Clare shrugged and pushed her chair back. “I mean, hey—he kind of owes us a favour for having him so successfully beheaded, doesn’t he? And I figure he’ll be only too happy to help us retrieve his protégé from back in the day. He’ll be tickled, right?”

“Right!” Al smiled and stood.

Clare put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick hug. Everything was going to work out just fine, she thought.

“Right,” Piper echoed. “Easy peasy lemon squeezy …”

Clare and Al turned to blink at her. Milo snorted in amusement at the Britishism.

“Good thing we’re going in search of a linguist.” Clare shook her head. “Sometimes I just don’t understand a thing that girl says.”
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Retrieving the coin from Nicholas Ashbourne would prove neither easy peasy nor particularly lemon squeezy, Clare thought—given the bitter expression that scrunched up the good professor’s face as they tried to explain what the deal was with Marcus and just what the four intrepid teens had been up to since the last time he’d seen them.

Clare was flummoxed. Granted, their return meant they’d seen Postumus successfully beheaded, but hadn’t that been the whole point? And the temporal-flux crossover that had allowed the Legion commander to live on in his Nicholas Ashbourne persona should have more than made up for that, right?

Well, maybe.

But the flamboyant archaeologist hardly seemed grateful. What he seemed, in fact, was mightily pissed off. Not at first, maybe. But when Clare mentioned that Goggles had acted as her temporal anchor during this most recent bout of Shenanigans, Nick fairly blew a gasket.

“You what?” he almost shouted, rounding on Piper and gripping her hard by both arms. “Are you all right?” he demanded.

“What? I’m fine!” Piper blinked up at him. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

But Ashbourne just stared down at her, shaking her as if to make certain she didn’t have any telltale rattling that meant she wasn’t fine. Piper shot Clare a perplexed glance. Clare passed the glance on to Al, who shrugged and passed it on to Milo. Finally, Ashbourne spun around and pointed a large, blunt finger at the three of them, jabbing at the air.

“This meddling stops.” His voice was like a gunshot ringing through the tent. “Now.”

“Uh … what’s up, doc?” Clare asked, frowning at him.

At a rustling sound Clare glanced over to see Al clutching to her chest the package she’d brought for the professor. Before heading to the dig site they’d stopped by the B&B so that Al could gather up the exquisite Roman costume Postumus had lent her when she’d been a prisoner in his camp. The gesture—calculated to make Al feel more like a “guest” than a prisoner—had also been incredibly kind. After all, the clothes had belonged to Postumus’s dead wife. Al had truly appreciated it, and thought the erstwhile Roman praefect might in turn appreciate having the items returned. Keepsakes from another time. Another life. She’d put the delicate sandals and the neatly folded lengths of silky cloth into a paper bag and was just pulling them out when Postumus/Ashbourne freaked out about Piper.

But as Al stuffed the stola back in the bag, Ashbourne’s gaze sharpened and he reached out a hand, plucking at the embroidered hem of the rich, indigo-blue silk. His expression seemed to crumple a bit, the angry flare dimming behind a veil of faraway, long-dormant memories.

Then his face went rigid again and beneath his moustache his lips pressed into a thin line. His gaze lifted and raked over Piper from head to toe as if he still wasn’t sure there weren’t parts of her missing. Then he turned to Clare.

“I had no idea you would drag Piper into the sorcerous mechanics of this … this arcane mess.”

“W-what? Wait!” Clare stammered. “We didn’t have a choice if we actually wanted to get back—”

“Then maybe you should have bloody stayed there!” Ashbourne snapped.

“What the hell do you mean by that?” Milo said, interposing his lanky frame between Clare and the professor.

She did a double take. Milo’s recent demeanour had been … surprising. His laid-back, easygoing, brains-beforebrawn nature seemed to have much more of an edge to it of late.

“Do you mean to say that Clare should have sacrificed herself?” he asked.

“Yes.” Ashbourne nodded gravely. “If it meant not putting anyone else in danger, then yes. Sometimes sacrifice is a necessary evil.”

“Yeah, see,” Clare said, “I’m not big on evil. Necessary or not. In the same way I’m not real keen on sacrifices. Which is why we’re here.”

“I don’t understand.” Ashbourne’s eyes narrowed.

“I need to borrow one of the coins your students found the other day.” She gestured to the tray on the desk. “One of them is a shimmer trigger. I’m going to use it to send me and Al back. I’m getting Mark O’Donnell and bringing him home.” She looked at Al. “We’re bringing him home.”

Al flashed a brief grateful smile at Clare.

“You are not going back. I forbid it.”

This, Clare thought, from the guy who was all gung-ho on me shimmering back to relay the very information that would get him killed. Now he’s up in arms because I want to go back and actually save someone? What gives?

“Forbid all you want,” she bristled, moving to one side to get around him. “You don’t get a say in this. I need to see those coins.”

“You’ll have to step over my dead body first,” he said, blocking her way again.

“Been there, done that,” Al muttered.

“No more. It’s unnatural and it has to stop. You broke the curse and for that I’m grateful. But it’s over now. No more going back.” Ashbourne shook his head. “Certainly not with Piper as your anchor.”

Clare tilted her head and regarded him. This sudden transformation from genial blowhard to angry commander was downright startling. Al had gotten to know the other Ashbourne a bit—the Roman army hard-ass who’d been used to barking orders and having them instantly obeyed—and had developed a measure of respect for him. But Clare didn’t suffer Roman army hard-asses gladly and she wasn’t about to make an exception.

“Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?” she said. “Especially since you’re the one who started the whole ‘arcane mess’ ball rolling? Let’s not forget it was your cranium that opened up this temporal can of worms in the first place!”

“And now it’s time to seal that can shut,” he argued, almost toe to toe with Clare. “The dangers inherent in your shimmering—”

“Not unfamiliar with them. Doesn’t matter. I’m doing it.”

“Marcus is stuck back there!” Al shouted up into his face.

“And that may very well be my fault. But I’m not sorry for what I did.” Ashbourne’s gaze was flinty. “It saved countless lives. That the life of one young man was made inconvenient is unfortunate, yes. Collateral damage, even. But I will not apologize for that decision. There are the needs of the many and the needs of the f—”

“And now you’re treading dangerously close to quoting Mr. Spock in The Wrath of Khan,” Milo snapped, an angry light flaring in his eyes. “It riles up the Trekkie in me and that annoys the Druid in me and, for all I know, that makes me prone to random acts of wizardry. We all know that what we’ve been doing is dangerous. No one’s suggesting we start monkeying for fun or profit. Allie just wants to rescue a friend.”

“Yeah, Nick.” Piper frowned. “It’s a snatch-and-grab. No big deal—”

“It is a big deal!” Ashbourne’s face grew red with fury. “It’s an enormous deal! You’re involved now, Piper Jean Gimble— blood-tied to this … this witch!” He jabbed a finger at Clare.

“Witch?” Clare blinked.

“I won’t have you put in harm’s way!” he continued, his face flushed almost purple. “I made a promise to your grandmother years ago that I’d do everything in my power—everything!— to make sure no harm would ever come to you. That you’d never become tangled up in this terrible business. I don’t intend to break that promise!”

Without warning he snatched the coin tray off the desk and stalked across the tent to where a small, sturdy safe stood underneath a worktable. He opened the safe, tossed in the tray, slammed the door shut again, and then spun the combination dial.

Al was aghast. “You’d leave Marcus back there, condemned to an existence he never asked for?”

“No. But he’s not my concern.”

“And I am?” Piper said.

“Of course you are.” Ashbourne’s words came out strangled and a sheen appeared in his eyes. “You’re my granddaughter.”

A shocked silence descended like a swift, heavy blanket of fog.

And into that silence walked Dr. Magda Wallace, consulting archaeologist for the British Museum and Clare’s formidable aunt.

“Well, Nicky old chum,” she said without preamble, “if that’s the case, then you’d bloody well better hand over those coins and let Clare and her friends get about their business. Assuming you don’t want your lovely young descendant here vanishing from the pages of history as if she’d never existed.”

“Mags!” Clare exclaimed, relieved beyond measure that her no-nonsense aunt had made such a sudden dramatic, welcome entrance. Maybe she could talk some sense into the crazy old archaeologist—

Who just said he was Goggles’s what now …?

The declaration registered with a heavy thump in Clare’s brain.

Oh. Bloody hell.

“Magda?” Ashbourne stepped out from behind his field desk, a storm-cloud glower darkening his brow. “What on earth are you doing here?”

“I came when Clare called me. And it seems a good thing I did. You clearly have need of a good dose of advice when it comes to dealing with exceptional young people.” She turned to Clare while the archaeologist sputtered. “Hello, dear. Milo, Allie. I trust you’re all well? Excellent. Good to know. Now, Nicholas, may I speak to you for a moment?”

She held open the tent flap and gestured him outside.

Ashbourne nodded brusquely and preceded Maggie out of the tent.

After a long moment of silence, Piper, looking as if someone had just smacked her upside the head with a good-sized trout, murmured, “Oh … my …”

Clare felt a swell of sympathy for her, even as she realized that it all made a kind of shocking sense. Quintus Phoenius Postumus would have been the ultimate stranger in a strange land once he’d crossed over into the time fracture where Piper’s flower-child granny (in her pre-granny days) wandered the Tor, dowsing for ley lines or communing with nature sprites or whatever it was she thought she was accomplishing. Must have shocked her to the soles of her Birkenstocks when the strapping Roman commander tumbled out of a spectral light show almost into her lap.

Clare remembered Ashbourne telling them that, in his “past” life as Postumus, he’d been born in AD 20. Which meant he’d been about forty when the time shattering sent him into the future. The past future. Probably the late seventies. Clare (surprisingly) did the math.

“Wait. He must be in his eighties!” she blurted.

“He’s seventy-two,” Piper corrected. “I made him a birthday dinner last week …”

“Okay, but I mean, he looks pretty damn spry for an old guy!”

Milo shrugged. “Look at William Shatner.”

“No. No way. Take away the silver soup strainer?” Clare made moustache-y gestures with her fingers. “Get rid of that and he doesn’t look a day over fifty. There’s something wonky about— Hey! … Uh … Goggles?”

Clare thrust out a hand to steady the other girl, who suddenly looked to be swaying a bit on her feet.

“Piper? You okay?”

“Hm?” Piper turned and blinked at Clare. “Oh. Oh, yes. I’m fine. Fine …”

“You’re fine?” Al asked. “Bloody Nicky just told you he’s your grandfather. You did actually hear that part, right?”

“Yes. Yes, of course …”

“Then you’re so not fine,” she said. “Do you think he’s telling the truth?”

“Absolutely not,” Piper snapped, a brittle edge to her voice. “Of course, if it is true, then I guess that along with ‘madman and sorceress progenitors’ I could always fold ‘lying, timetravelling Roman curmudgeon’ into the works. Suppose that explains why old Nick always took such an interest in my business, passing me artifacts on the sly. Might’ve been nice if he’d told me who he was instead …”

Milo put a hand on her shoulder. “What are the odds he changes his mind and gives us the coin?”

“Are you kidding? He’s Roman army down to his marrow,” Clare snorted. “And those guys were nothing if not convinced of their own supreme rightness in all matters.”

Piper shrugged. “She’s right. He’s a stubborn old mule.”

“Well, I guess that’s that,” Al said quietly. They could all hear the bitterness in her voice. “Unless we can find another way to go back, or dynamite the door off that safe, Marcus is stuck there for good.”

“Hang on …” Piper got up, walked over to the safe, and knelt in front of the electronic number pad. “I’ve watched him open this thing enough times that I’ve memorized the combination. Never thought to try it out before now …” She swore eloquently when the little light on the door blinked red and the handle refused to budge. “Damn it all! He must have just changed it.”

“Denied,” Clare sighed. But then a strange sensation washed over her. Like intuition or instinct. She walked over, knelt beside Goggles, and put a hand on her shoulder. “Let me try …”

There was definitely a shimmer trigger locked away in there, she thought. She could almost hear it whispering to her.

“Clare?” Milo asked. “What are you—”

“Shh.”

She lifted a hand just to the side of the electronic panel and, ever so lightly, placed her fingers on the cool metal of the door. It felt as if it hummed at her touch. She leaned in, concentrating on the murmur of the shimmer coin. Ever so gently, she murmured back her thoughts.

“Are you Vulcan mind-melding with a safe?” Al whispered.

“Shh,” Clare said. “And enough with the Star Trek references.”

She poured every ounce of concentration she had into … whatever it was she thought she was trying to do. A long silence stretched out in the tent as everyone held their breath. And then came the sound of a small metallic object striking up against the inside of the safe door as if drawn by a powerful magnet in Clare’s hand—

TINK!

—and the electronic keypad blinked crazily, sparked, and went dark.

Yes! Shimmer-fried!

Clare rocked back on her heels as the door opened with a whispered creak and the coin fell to the floor of the tent. She reached for it … then remembered what would happen if she touched it and drew back her hand.

“I’ll get it, pal.” Al crouched down to scoop up the mystically ill-gotten booty.

When Clare wobbled a bit as she tried to stand Milo reached out to steady her.

“Way to level up the ol’ shimmer whammy, Clare de Lune.”

“Thanks,” she said, breathing quickly with excitement at what she’d just done. “And hey, I even kept my shirt on while I did it!”

Milo’s lip twitched in a grin. “Pity.”

Clare grinned back and leaned down to shut the safe door, jiggling the handle to make sure it would stay closed. Hopefully Bloody Nicky wouldn’t be any the wiser until it was too late and she and Al were well on their way.

Sailing the high seas of time …

When the tent flap opened again and the two archaeologists ducked back inside, Clare was once more on the other side of the desk, doing her best to look non-thefty. Al was all shining innocence, Milo a study in nonchalance. Piper was the only one who still looked jumpy, understandable given the geneaological bombshell Bloody Nicky had just dropped on her head. For his part, Ashbourne was looking rather more subdued. Clare recognized the look. Her aunt was a formidable wielder of no-nonsenseness and level headitude. With any luck, she’d already convinced Ashbourne to step aside and let the Time Monkey Gang get on with it.

Clare watched as the archaeologist’s gaze fastened unblinkingly on Goggles.

“Piper Jean … I am your grandfather,” he said quietly. “Whether you like it or not—”

“Bollocks!” Piper blurted. Her eyes were huge behind her goggles, which seemed to be steaming up a bit. She reached up, tore them off her face, and leaned across the table, her hands balled into fists. “I call bollocks!”

“It’s true.”

“It’s not!” She pointed violently in Clare’s direction. “She’s right. You’d be bloody ancient if it were and—”

“I am.” Ashbourne’s tone was bitter. “I haven’t aged a day since I lost my head to the edge of a sword and stepped through that damned portal.” He glanced at Al and Clare. “In AD 82.”

Clare’s jaw drifted open.

Al whistled low under her breath.

Milo shook his head. “Wow.”

And Piper barked a laugh. “Well,” she said. “Bully for you. Must be awfully nice to—”

“It’s a nightmare,” Ashbourne said in a ragged whisper. “Your grandmother Julia was almost forty when I met her, but still so beautiful and full of life.” His gaze dropped to his clenched hands on the table. “Your mother was only sixteen—and an angry, rebellious handful—when she had you. Eighteen when she ran away. I suspect she’d learned of my secret and decided I was a liar or a fraud or a freak. I haven’t seen her since and I don’t expect I ever will. I had to watch Julia grow old. I watched her die. While I remained the same.” He shook his head wearily. “Growing this ridiculous moustache, combing grey into it, hiding behind this costume, this persona, so that those around me wouldn’t look past it to see the man who wasn’t getting any older. Soon enough, I’ll have to leave Glastonbury and the dig projects behind and start all over again as someone else. Somewhere else. The only reason I’ve stayed here as long as I have is you, Piper Jean. You were all that was left.”

Piper seemed to crumple a bit. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

Ashbourne’s shoulders sagged forward, but the stiffness of his Roman army spine seemed to hold him back.

“What would you have had me say? That your grandmother fell in love with a supernatural accident? That your mother— that you—were the product of a union that never should have happened?”

“I can’t see how that would have warped my adolescence any more than when I opened that diary,” Piper countered, “and learned that I exist in the first place only because a complete nutter knocked boots with a mad Druidess so that I, his eventual descendant, could one day deliver his stupid bloody diary to a crazy American girl!”

“Hey.” Clare put up a hand. “I’m Canadian.”

“And I’m Roman,” Ashbourne snapped bitterly.

“And—not to go all off topic here, but Marcus is Scottish,” Al piped up suddenly. “Not Roman. And he deserves to come home.”

The feverish spark in Ashbourne’s eyes fired up again and he tugged at the red kerchief he wore around his neck. “Does he? Did you never stop to consider that such is his fate? That he was—is—destined to remain—”

“Don’t.” Clare stopped him with a look and the coldness of her voice.

“I saw,” she said quietly. “I saw you in the past—back in the eighties—through one of the rifts on top of the Tor. And I saw you push Mark O’Donnell into the Roman rift. When Maggie and Stu and all the rest were mucking about with their ritual and too preoccupied to notice you were even there.”

“What?” Maggie drew a sharp breath. “Clare—are you sure?”

“He was totally there. Hiding in the tower ruin, waiting for the right moment … And when you and Stu and Dr. Jenkins and all the other Free Peoples were freaked out and blinded by the flash from all the time portals opening, he pushed Mark through the rift.”

Maggie’s gaze darkened and she turned on Ashbourne. “It was you? The whole trip to Glastonbury? That bloody ritual … You were an assistant professor at Cambridge at the time. You gave Stuart the idea, didn’t you? You told him what to do and when to do it. All so you could send that poor lad back in time.”

Al pegged Ashbourne with a baleful glare. “So you engineered the whole thing from the get-go. Wow.”

“Only, my dear, because you told me how when you came to me in the encampment during the scathach attack,” he snapped. “And only because Miss Reid told you to tell me. Or have you two forgotten that little detail?”

Clare had to admit he had a point.

“And I was only able to manage it all because that idiot Morholt made it easy for me.” Ashbourne shrugged wearily. “He even made the rest of his ridiculous little club—no offence, Magda, but really, what were you thinking?—believe it was his idea.”

Clare shook her head. “Even knowing what would happen to that skinny, unsuspecting, unprepared kid … you did it anyway.”

“Yes,” he said. “And so did you.”

“You’re right.” Clare nodded. “And I accept my responsibility for that. But here’s the thing: now that we’ve gotten to the point where we all knew we’d get to, there’s still that one loose end. Marcus. So I’m going to help Al bring him back, apologize, and try to explain why I did what I did. Doesn’t that sound like a good idea to you?”

“I told you,” he said flatly. “I won’t have Piper involved in this.”

“I don’t really think it’s up to you, Nicholas.” Maggie’s eyes had a fierce glitter.

“Magda, I have a great deal of respect for you. I always have. But you don’t frighten me. I’ve faced barbarian hordes, defied my emperor’s direct commands, courted my own death at the hands of the young man we argue over now. He did his duty and for that I’m grateful. But I’m not going to change my mind.”

“Marcus didn’t kill you,” Al said. “He couldn’t.”

“Of course he could.” Ashbourne waved his hand dismissively. “How else would I be standing here before you now? I died on that hill.”

Clare nodded. “You did. But it was your old buddy Suetonius Paulinus who did the deed.”

Ashbourne stared at Clare in disbelief.

“She’s telling the truth,” Al said. “Paulinus showed up just as the fireworks started. He seemed more than happy to oblige your request when Marcus couldn’t, and he had a very sharp sword. It was gross. Surgical, but gross.”

The archaeologist’s brow was creased in a deep frown.

“The governor didn’t like you very much, I guess,” Al continued. “Marcus, on the other hand, was fond enough of you not to kill you. Think about it.”

“Yeah,” Clare said, “think about it.”

She was becoming anxious to get the heck outta Dodge. They had the coin and didn’t need Ashbourne’s blessing. And if he discovered the theft while they were still there, things could get awkward. More awkward. “C’mon, guys. Let’s blow this scene. I’ve had enough Roman stoicism for one day.” Clare spun on her heel and hurried out of the tent with Milo, Al, and Piper close behind.

As Clare went past, Maggie hesitated. She cast a long, disappointed glance at her colleague and old friend, a man she’d known for such a long time—and never really known at all. Without another word, Maggie turned and followed her niece out of the tent.
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The teen time meddlers headed straight back to Piper’s shop to gather any provisions Clare and Allie might need for this, their last (seriously) shimmer trip. The quartet chattered intently as they walked along Chilkwell Street, plotting and planning and discussing contingencies and potential pitfalls.

“If you’d like,” Maggie offered a bit reluctantly, “I can go back and talk to Nicholas and see if I can’t persuade him to give up the coin so that you can—”

“Not necessary,” Clare said breezily. “Already got it,” Al confirmed, fishing the little disc out of her pocket and holding it up for Clare’s aunt to see.

Maggie’s jaw dropped. “How on earth did you do that?”

Clare shrugged. “Shimmer-fried the electric lock on Nicky’s safe.”

“Oh. Well, that was larcenous of you,” Maggie said dryly.

When they reached the antiquarian shop, Piper pulled an antique brass key ring out of her cargo-pants pocket, unlocked the door, and gestured them all inside. Maggie walked briskly over to the register counter and heaved her briefcase up onto the worn wooden surface. She fished around and withdrew a rumpled paper lunch bag. Whatever was in the bag made a clinking sound as she thrust it toward Clare.

“I’ve brought the blood,” she declared.

“You what?”

“As per your instructions.”

Call Maggie first tell her to bring blood … Clare remembered that line from the hastily scribbled note she’d written to herself in Morholt’s book the last time she shimmered back. “Yeah,” she sighed. “See … I actually have NO idea why I said that, or what I meant, or—”

“I do.” Maggie stopped her short. “I know exactly what you meant. Not at first, of course. But I figured it out. It’s the reason I’m here and the reason you must go back, Marcus or no Marcus.”

Maggie darted a glance at Piper, and Clare was suddenly reminded of Mags’s dramatic declaration upon entering Ashbourne’s tent. Something about his “lovely young descendant here vanishing from the pages of history as if she’d never existed …”

“You don’t have a choice,” Maggie continued. “None of us does. If you don’t return to set things to rights”—her voice dropped into a lower, doomy-pronouncement range—“then the fabric of the universe as we know it could come apart at the seams and this, our present existence, might never come to pass.”

“Maggie?” Clare said quietly.

“Yes, dear?”

“What—seriously what—are you taking about?” She fixed all her attention on her aunt. “You know,” she said, “like you’re always telling me: start at the beginning.”

“Well, that’s just it, really!” Maggie exclaimed. “There isn’t one.”

“One what?”

“Beginning.”

“Sigh.” Clare dropped her chin on her chest.

“It’s all one big loop, dear,” Maggie said.

Al nudged her cousin, a look of faint superiority on her face. “See?” she muttered. “Told ya. My closed-loop theory trumps your multiverse.”

“An unbroken circle,” Maggie continued. “At least, it should be. Let me explain.”

“I’d like that.”

“After you called, I realized I was unclear on a few things.”

“Only a few?” Milo murmured. “Got the rest of us beat.”

“Well, the ‘bring blood’ instruction,” Maggie said. “It just didn’t make any sense. I mean … I know you were in a hurry, but honestly, Clare, you could have been a little more specific.”

“Gosh, yeah.” Clare nodded wearily. “That’s what I told myself. Literally.”

“At any rate,” Maggie continued, “I got to thinking. As I understand it, it was your blood that was used to enspell the artifacts that send you shimmering. Well, you have all the Clare blood you need, obviously, and so I thought you must have meant other blood. Perhaps the other blood that was used, specifically, on the Great Snettisham Torc, which was the only other artifact cursed with both your blood and—”

“Boudicca’s,” Clare blurted.

“Right.” Maggie held up a hand. “I know what you’re thinking. Even if one could dig a hole down into her grave barrow, it’s not as if there’s any blood left in those old bones to extract. Is there?”

“Gad! I certainly hope not.” Clare shivered at the memory of the great queen’s remains. In the torch-lit chamber beneath Norfolk’s Bartlow High Hill, her pale skeleton had lain in repose on a carpet of long red hair. Clare had recurring dreams—nightmares, really—of that encounter.

“Right! But … then it hit me.” Maggie’s eyes sparked behind her glasses. “Ceciley.”

“Dr. Jenkins?” Al leaned forward.

“When she was possessed by the spirit of Boudicca,” Maggie explained, “the transformation was more than just psychological. It seemed at the time, dare I say it, almost physiological.”

Yeah … Clare remembered all right. The vengeful queen had taken over the starchy museum curator and turned her into a feral force of un-nature. A supernatural tiger lady. And the sudden purging of Boudicca’s spirit—when Clare had torn the enchanted torc from around the curator’s neck—had rendered the good doctor catatonic. Clare still sometimes tried to muster up sympathy for Dr. Jenkins, left lying insensible in a hospital bed in London, but it wasn’t easy. After all, despite Stuart Morholt’s claims to mastermindyness, she was the one responsible for the theft of the great golden torc from the museum in the first place.

“I was acting on a sheer hunch, you understand,” Maggie continued. “But it was one that paid off.” She shook the little lunch bag, its contents clinking musically. “I went to the hospital and spoke to a nurse who assured me that she was in the same state she’d been in since the museum incident. No change. A deep coma, she said. She said that I could sit in the room for a little while. She was on her way there to take some blood samples for routine lab work anyway and—”

“Oh god.” Clare suddenly saw where this was going. It made her stomach do a queasy little flip. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.” Maggie emptied the bag out onto the tabletop. “‘Bring blood,’ you said. And so I have.”

Two thin glass tubes filled with dark crimson liquid rolled across the worn wooden surface and came to a stop inches from Clare’s horrified elbow.

“You … you brought me curator blood?” she said in a quavery voice, shrinking back from the vials. “How thoughtful.”

“Can you use that somehow to make sure I don’t get erased?” Piper asked.

“I sincerely hope so, my dear,” Maggie said grimly, then turned back to Clare. “After the nurse had taken the samples she bustled off to deal with another patient for a moment. Quite suddenly, Ceciley bolted upright in the bed, eyes wide open, and grabbed my arm.” Maggie tugged up her sleeve and showed them the purple bands of finger-mark bruises.

“What?” Clare gasped, horrified by the thought that Boudicca’s vengeful spirit might still be inhabiting Ceciley. “I thought she was in a coma! You even just said—”

“She is.” Maggie put up a hand. “Again. But for a few brief moments she was awake, lucid, and utterly adamant that I deliver a message. She wouldn’t let go until I promised. Then she sank back into unconsciousness and I ran for the door. The nurse had left five or six vials of Ceciley’s blood on the cart outside the room. I nabbed two and got out of there as fast as I could.”

“I can’t believe you stole bodily fluids, Perfesser,” Al said. “That’s badass.”

“Borrowed,” Maggie amended sternly.

“And you called me larcenous.” Clare shook her head.

“It was for a very good cause,” Maggie said primly. “If Ceciley is to be believed.”

“What did she tell you?” Milo leaned forward across the table, his blue gaze burning.

“That Clare has got to go back in time,” she said. “It’s imperative.”

“Yeah. I know, I know!” Clare threw her hands in the air. “A thousand times already!”

“What was Dr. Jenkins’s reason?” Milo asked.

Maggie pushed her glasses up her nose. “Well … think of time as though it’s the shape of the Snettisham Torc. A circle, but a broken one. At the moment that’s how things are, and it’s the torc itself that’s done it—that’s caused the breach.”

Clare blinked. “I don’t get it.”

“Where did you last see the neck ring, Clare?” Maggie asked.

“Uh …” Clare frowned, thinking back. “On top of Glastonbury Hill. After Suetonius Paulinus … uh … beheaded Professor Ashbourne.”

“Last place I saw it, too,” Al confirmed. “It fell off his … er … stump.” She made a slashing gesture toward her own neck and went a bit pale.

Clare nodded. “That’s exactly what happened. Thereby breaking the curse, right? I mean, I thought that was it. I thought we did it. Fixed everything. Marcus was the last loose end, y’know? I figured once we do this last shimmer we’ll get back to now and ta-da! Happy ending.”

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”

“Why?” Clare was starting to get angry. “Why isn’t it that simple?”

Maggie put a hand on her arm. “Because the torc must find its way back to its original resting place.”

“Do you mean Original Resting Place Boudicca’s Tomb,” Al asked, “or Original Resting Place Hole-in-the-Ground-in-Snettisham?”

“Snettisham.”

“I get it.” Milo’s expression was turning grim. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before now. It’s sort of like what we were talking about earlier at the pub when we found the memory card.”

“What memory card?” Maggie asked.

Milo gave her the rundown—it was probably telling that Maggie accepted it without a great deal of surprise or trepidation—and then continued. “It’s all about the way the timeline is playing out,” he said. “The way it stands now, the torc never did make it into the tomb with Boudicca when she died. Not in this reality. In this reality it wound up in a hole in the ground in Snettisham with a hoard of other artifacts, where it was discovered in 1950. But if it doesn’t somehow make its way into that hole, then this reality—the one we exist in at this very moment—won’t exist.” He looked at Clare over the rim of his glasses. “You won’t ever touch the torc in the museum and discover your gift. Stuart Morholt will never steal the torc, or go back in time trying to steal it again—”

“Oh bloody hell!” Piper wailed suddenly.

Maggie glanced at her, startled.

“It’s just as I thought!” Her enormous brown eyes were shiny with tears. “I am vanishing from the pages of history again, aren’t I? Rubbed out. I thought we’d gotten this all sorted and now I’m still going to disappear!”

“Wait! Wait …” Clare held up a hand. “Goggles, seriously. Chill. No one’s getting rubbed out. Look, Mags. I just assumed that someone … I don’t know … Llassar or that Mallora chick … I mean I just assumed that one of them would eventually make sure the torc found its way there. To Snettisham. I mean … it did. It has. Hasn’t it?”

“Not according to Ceciley,” Maggie said. “Or rather, not according to the Druiddyn mystical sight trapped within her. That was the message I was to convey to you. That the timeline is, apparently, still dangerously in flux.”

Clare glanced at Milo, who was back to listening intently and frowning, blue eyes troubled behind his angular black glasses frames. Clare wondered what the residual Druiddyn mystical sight still stuck in his head had to say on the matter.

“All I know,” Maggie continued, “is that Ceciley said the torc is travelling far from the soil of its home and needs to return. That you, Clare—as one of the engines of the blood curse woven into the torc—must see to it. She said the torc would call to you, draw you to it, until you did. That if you ignored that call, peril would befall you and all those you cared about. It will remain so as long as the torc is a wild card.”

Maggie pulled the shirt sleeve back down over the bruises on her arm.

“Wow,” Clare murmured. “No pressure.”

Suddenly she wasn’t so sure she wanted to go back. Rescuing Marcus was one thing. Resetting the chronology of the universe … that was another. Maggie and the others must have read her thoughts. There was a general shifting among them as they all exchanged glances.

“Mags,” Clare said, “are you sure you’re okay with this? With me doing this?”

“Oh, duckling …” Maggie reached over and patted Clare’s hand. “I’m not sure that what I’m ‘okay with’ has any relevance whatsoever in this situation. You have a gift, Clare. Or a burden. Perhaps a destiny is the best way to say it. But it’s yours and I’m not about to keep you from it.”

“Are you sure you’re related to my mom?”

“Don’t be prickly, dear,” Maggie admonished, but she did grin a bit. “Your mother loves you. She just … well, she wouldn’t understand this. Nor would your father. They are practicalminded people. By the way, I spoke to them yesterday—hello from Oslo, the orchestra tour is going swimmingly, your father wishes you would turn on your phone once in a while, don’t forget to wear sunscreen—and somehow I managed to convince them that you girls are fine and staying out of all sorts of trouble.”

“You’re a peach, Mags.”

“Yes, well. Delightfully fruity or not, my darling sister will kill me if you don’t come through your summer vacation unscathed.” Maggie held up one of the vials of blood. “So, please. Go. Do the things you have to do to set this all to rights. But I beg you. Remain unscathed.”

Clare reached out and took the little glass tube, absurdly relieved that it was cool, not warm to the touch. “No scathing,” she said. “Scout’s honour.”

Maggie nodded and managed to smile encouragingly. “Best get cracking then.”

“CRACKING” CONSISTED MOSTLY of packing. In her first temporal go-around Clare had discovered certain advantages to such equipment as glowsticks and emergency road flares, so they made short work of ransacking Piper’s shop to procure likewise useful oddments.

“COOL!” Al exclaimed at one point, discovering an original, still-in-the-package pair of Korg 70,000 BC walkie talkies buried in a box full of pop-culture kitsch.

“Did they change the dictionary definition of that word again while I wasn’t paying attention?” Clare asked, eyeing the dusty cardboard backing depicting the TV family of prehistoric cave dwellers.

“These were part of a merchandise line for an old Saturdaymorning Hanna-Barbera show that aired in the seventies,” Al enthused, ignoring Clare’s dig. “I stumbled across episodes posted on one of my geek-chat forums. It’s about these Neanderthals and it is so gloriously cheesetastic, I can’t even!”

Piper plucked the package from Al’s hands and examined it critically. “My gran traded a perfectly good Doctor Who TARDIS lawn ornament to some American chap for those when I was little. Told you she was a nutter. I never could figure out where the hairy bloke on the package got a radio, or how on earth he’d figure out how to use the thing.”

“They didn’t actually have walkies on the show,” Al said, rolling her eyes. “It’s just marketing. And the series never aired in the UK so I wouldn’t really expect you to understand the appeal.”

“And so I don’t,” Piper said and tossed the set back. “Consider them a parting gift.”

“Awesome!” Al exclaimed. She pried at a corner of the plastic, muttering enthusiastically, “These are in near-mint condition. I hate to destroy the packaging … maybe I can save it if I’m careful … Don’t suppose you have two nine-volt batteries lying around? Says here they’re not included …”

Piper sighed gustily and walked off to dig through a drawer under the shop counter. Clare went back to emptying all the makeup and crumpled granola bar wrappers out of her bag, but when Piper hadn’t returned she looked up to see her still over by the counter, frowning down at Morholt’s diary, which had once again found its way into her hands.

“Hey … Goggles?” Clare asked. “You okay?”

“Hm?” Piper looked up. “Oh. Yeah. I’m grand.”

“I just thought …” Clare shrugged. “The whole Ashbourne revelation thing. I’m sorry you had to find out that way.”

“I’m sorry I had to find out at all.” She sniffed and waved a hand as if it was no big deal. Which it clearly was. “The man’s a right prat. Anyway, it doesn’t really matter. I already told you—my genealogy is so profoundly fraked up I’m surprised I don’t have two heads.”

“I dunno,” Al said, organizing her own gear. “Maybe I just got to see a different side of the dude back in the day, but when he was in command of a Legion, he didn’t seem so bad to me.”

“And your grandmother certainly seemed to have taken a shine to him.”

“Gran was mad.”

“I guess.” Clare was unconvinced. “She knew there was temporal weirdness where the diary was involved, and yet she still gave it to you.”

“Left it for me to open after she was gone, yeah.” Piper shrugged. “It’s not like she sat me down and had ‘the chat’ with me about it. She never even opened it herself.”

“Still …” Al picked up the diary where it lay at Piper’s elbow. “Why didn’t Ashbourne ever tell you all this stuff?”

“Because he’s right about how badly that conversation would have gone. ‘Hey, kid, by the way … I’m your grandfather.’ ‘Really? How interesting! And how did you and dear old gran hook up back in the day?’ ‘Well, I stepped out of a temporal rift in the moment of my first-century beheading, and there she was, just waiting for me. I don’t age, my own daughter thought the whole thing was freakish enough to disown the lot of us, and by the way, you might just cease to exist one day because we’ve messed up the very fabric of the cosmos. How was your day at the shop?’” She laughed bitterly. “Aside from that, I don’t think he cares a whit about me.”

“If that’s true, he could have just left when your grandmother died,” Milo pointed out. “Instead he stuck around and grew a ridiculous moustache.”

“The facial hair alone has to earn him some points,” Clare agreed.

“It doesn’t matter,” Piper said, waving the matter away. “Let’s just get on with it.”

Maggie bestowed a briskly sympathetic smile on Piper. “Now,” she said. “Remember. The torc must be your priority, girls. Beyond that, you must do whatever else you can to bring Mark back.” She picked up the vials of blood and stared at them as if they were talismans. “Hopefully you’ll find some way to use these to those ends …”

Clare knew perfectly well what Al’s priority was, fabric of the universe or no, but she wasn’t about to tell Maggie that. She just plucked the tubes from her aunt’s fingers and handed them to Al. “I hereby designate you the Keeper of the Cursed Vials of Icky Liquid.”

“Ew,” Al said, taking them gingerly. “What d’you suppose we’re actually supposed to do with this stuff?”

“I think it’s probably a ‘need to know’ kind of situation.” Clare shrugged. “We’ll know when we need to. Right, Milo?” But Milo looked as if he was listening to a voice only he could hear. “What is it?”

“Hm?” He blinked at her rapidly, his gaze snapping back into focus.

“What are you thinking?”

Milo reached out a hand to Al. “Leave one of the vials with us,” he said.

Al looked at Clare, who shrugged and said, “Okay. Why?”

“I … I don’t know,” he murmured. “Yet.”

“Fair enough,” Clare said. “Me neither. Give him the blood, pal.”

Al handed over one of the tubes and tucked the other one safely away in her messenger bag. The others turned back to their preparations, but Clare kept sneaking glances at Milo. She was worried about him. About them. About leaving him behind with Piper.

“Hey, uh … Milo?” She tried to keep her tone nonchalant. “Um …” She cast around for something to say. “Oh! I know— did any other pictures load up from the camera card? I mean, maybe I actually wrote something helpful at some point.”

“I’ll check,” Milo said, taking out the machine and flipping it open. His fingers slid back and forth across the touch pad for a few long moments before he finally swore under his breath and slammed a fist down on the countertop.

“The files are corrupted,” he said. “After the first two pictures, the rest are scrambled. Damn it!”

“No!” Clare leaned over his shoulder. “I thought you said the Falderall cage would protect the camera!”

“Faraday,” he corrected. “And it did. The camera worked fine. It took pictures. The image files are here, they’re on the card … the computer just can’t read them for some reason. I guess I’m not totally surprised. After all, this memory card was hidden in the back of Morholt’s diary for almost two thousand years.”

“But … if the data is still there,” Al chewed on her lip, frowning, “there must be a way to retrieve it. Isn’t there anything we can do?”

Milo thought for a minute. “I know a guy.”

“Of course you do.”

He half-smiled at his tech-obsessed cousin. “It’s going to take data recovery software, but I think it’s possible, so I’ll put in a call to my guy.”

“You mean the mysterious, amoral Dan?” Clare raised an eyebrow. “He of the hacking and the classified information and the lack of scruples where passing it on is concerned?”

Milo shrugged. “He’s only slightly amoral.”

“Please be careful,” Clare sighed. “I don’t trust guys like that.”

“He’s not exactly Stuart Morholt. It’ll be all right,” Milo assured them. “As soon as we’re done at the Tor, Piper and I will drive straight back to London. And while Dan’s at it, I’ll get him to help me figure out where the island in the photo is so we can get there in time to meet you.”

“But how—”

“Same way I found Boudicca’s burial mound,” Milo said. “Computers, topographical know-how, good old-fashioned guesswork.”

“Three days isn’t a lot of time.”

“We’ll be there, Clare. Trust me.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I do. And we’ll be there, too.”

“I know. You already were.”

She held his gaze for a long moment until she thought she might not ever be able to look away. “Okay …” She blinked rapidly and paced around to the other side of the table before she did something embarrassing. Then Clare realized there was something else that needed to happen before they went.

“Al … Remember the thing we did in grade school? With our thumbs and the safety pins?”

“Yeah. We pricked our thumbs, tied them together, and swore an oath of eternal sisterhood,” Al said, grimacing. “And your mom almost had a conniption.”

“Good times.” Clare nodded. “I think you and Piper should do the same thing. In case anything happens to me, or we get separated or something. Then Piper will still be able to call you home.”

“Yeah, no.” Al shook her head. “For one thing, I’ll faint.”

“You won’t faint.”

“I almost fainted the first time. And for another thing? No way.” Al crossed her arms over her chest. “Nothing is going to ‘happen’ to you and we’re not going to get separated.”

“Look—I know that. You know that. The scathach and the Romans? They don’t know that. I’m contingency-ing. And I’m not taking no for an answer. No thumb prick, no shimmer.”

When Al hesitated, Piper rolled her eyes.

“Don’t be such a baby. Clare’s already stabbed me in the thumb once and I promise I don’t have cooties.”

“Fine,” Al muttered and glared at her thumb as if it were treasonous.

Piper stifled a grin. “I’ll go get the sewing kit and rubbing alcohol.”

Once the pricking, binding, and band-aiding was accomplished, Clare headed to the back room where Milo had been wrapping her digital camera in layers of foil. He held up a roll of heavy tape and Clare tentatively lifted her shirt high enough for him to attach the little silver packet to her abdomen.

“You … uh … you could probably just carry it in your bag,” Milo said, a faint hint of pink colouring his cheeks. “I mean … I already took out the batteries and wrapped it up pretty well and—”

“Sure,” Clare said. “I could. But better safe than sorry, right— Eep!” she yelped at the chill touch of the foil against her skin. A shiver ran up her spine as Milo pressed the tape along the sides of her ribs.

“Are you going to be okay with this?” he asked. “I mean, when you get there?”

“Sure.” Clare grimaced, shifting uncomfortably. “It’ll be just like ripping off a band-aid. I’ll make Al do it. I’ll bite down on a stick.”

“I meant with all of it.” He stared down at Clare over the rim of his glasses as she tugged her shirt back down.

“I’ll apply the same principle to all situations.”

“‘Make Al do it and bite down on a stick?’” Milo raised an eyebrow at her. “That’s your strategy?”

“Yup!”

“I can’t argue with sound reasoning.” Milo sighed and held up a small, neatly folded piece of paper. “Here,” he said. “I drew a rudimentary map of Norfolk and the approximate area near Snettisham where Celtic treasure hoards have been found—including the one that contained the Great Torc. In case the opportunity arises to return it there.”

Clare nodded and tucked the map into a pocket of her jacket. “It will,” she said.

A long moment of silence passed between them, and then Milo shuffled back a step or two and reached into the back pocket of his jeans.

“I didn’t have time to wrap this or anything,” he said, “but I wanted to give you something before you left. A … a good luck charm, I guess.”

He held up a delicate silver boxchain and a little silver pendant in the shape of a traditional Celtic knot. An unending, twisty spiral that could very well represent Clare’s entire summer vacation to that point.

“Piper helped me pick it out from the shop’s collection.”

“I … oh.” Clare blinked at the necklace through a sudden spangle of wetness on her lashes. “It’s perfect,” she said and smiled up at him as he fastened it around her neck.

Clare hesitated for a moment then stood on tiptoes and kissed him, only to find herself suddenly tangled in a fierce embrace that made the foil taped to her body crinkle. Milo kissed her back with such intensity that she could feel her lips start to tingle. When he finally let go of her they both staggered back a step, dizzy and gasping. Clare reached up and closed her fingers around the pendant.

“For luck,” she said.

“Not that you’ll need it.”

“Right.”

“You’ll be fine,” Milo said. “You always are. And you’ll have Allie with you.”

“Right. And you’ll have Piper.” Clare paused and bit her lip. “Um. I mean, Goggles. She’ll be with you, I mean …”

Milo tilted his head and took another step back so that he could look into Clare’s eyes. He put a finger under her chin and tilted her face up. “You trust me, don’t you?”

She nodded.

“You should,” he said gently. “And you should maybe give a bit of thought to trusting Piper, too. She’s got just as much at stake in this, remember. Maybe more. And she’s already proven herself as your homing beacon. Give her a chance to do it again.”

“I don’t have much choice,” Clare grumbled.

“And speaking of chances,” Milo said, tactfully ignoring Clare’s grumble, “don’t take any. Be. Careful.”

“I will if you will.”

“Deal.” He lifted her hand and then turned it over so that he could drop a kiss in the centre of her palm. Clare was torn between giggling and gasping at the sensation.

“Oy.” Piper took that inopportune moment to round the corner and interrupt them. “Break it up, you two. Sun’s finally going down. Time to head for the hill.”

Clare and Milo followed her into the front room of the shop where Maggie and Al waited. Clare walked over to her aunt, who wordlessly folded her into a hug that was brief, fierce, businesslike, and heartfelt all at once. Then Maggie pushed Clare to arm’s length. “Right. Off you all go then. I’ll keep the candle in the window, so to speak.”

“Right.” Clare nodded. “Just make sure the curtains don’t catch fire.”
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The shadow of the tower on Glastonbury Tor moved across the summit’s scrubby turf, marking the passage of time like a giant sundial arrow.

Clare had suggested they do the shimmering at the top, just in case her power needed an extra boost to get them back to where they were supposed to go. Where that was, Clare had repeatedly assured Allie, she hadn’t the freaking foggiest notion; moreover, she didn’t seem too bothered by that.

Allie, for her part, was trying hard not to hyperventilate. She wanted this. She’d advocated for this. Raged and whined and gotten her very first brandy hangover for this. She could do this. She could.

I can.

“I’m ready.” She stalked over to where Clare stood talking to Milo. “Are you ready? We should get re—”

“We’re ready, Al.”

“Right.”

Clare turned back to Milo. “So tell me again how you’re going to figure out where to meet us?” She adjusted her bag, tightening the strap across her torso so that it nestled snugly against her side. “I mean, what if those first two pictures are the only ones you manage to retrieve from the memory card? And why didn’t I give you better instructions? I made a joke in the first picture! A lame joke.” She huffed in annoyance. “What was I thinking?”

“You were thinking, ‘According to the digital information stored on the memory card from my camera, this is what I wrote on the sign in the first picture,’” Milo said. “And so that’s what you wrote.”

“But—”

“He’s got you there,” Allie said.

“But—”

“That’s what you wrote, Clare.” Milo interrupted her protest. “No experimenting with changing the message, okay? I won’t be a happy mapmaker if I find myself in an alternate universe where apes rule the planet, or Mr. Spock has an evil goatee, or Superman’s spaceship landed in Russia instead of Kansas.”

“Okay, okay!” Clare raised her hands in surrender. “I promise. No apes, no goatees, no Siberian crash landings. I’ll be a good little monkey.”

“I know you will.” He glanced over at Allie. “And you’ll take care of my cousin while you’re at it.”

“Right around the same time she’s taking care of me,” Clare said, sharing a sideways eye roll with Allie.

Milo suddenly reached out and grabbed them both by the hands. “I love you guys. You know that, right?”

Clare sputtered and turned fire-engine red. Allie saved her by punching Milo on the shoulder and snorting. “Dude.”

Over by the Tor’s stone tower, Piper slumped into a nonchalant pose and ambled over, hands stuffed in the pockets of her slouchy cargo pants, the ponytail wings of her pale hair fanning out behind her. Allie remembered Piper’s ghostly owl manifestation that had called them home and shivered a bit. She wondered if her own spectral appearances as a raven resembled her as closely. “So!” Clare clapped her hands together loudly, making them all jump. “Let’s do this thing.”

Allie glanced around. Tourism looked as though it had been pretty sparse on the Tor that afternoon, and as a last, lingering couple headed to the path back to town and a refreshing pint in a pub, she and the rest of the Time Monkey Gang stepped en masse through one of the tower’s arches and into the cool dimness of its ancient interior. The swatch of sky overhead was shading from crystal blue to reddish purple as the sun drifted toward the horizon. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen.

Not even the hint of a breeze.

Birdsong distinctly lacking …

Allie shook off a sudden feeling of foreboding and stood patiently as Piper tied her and Clare’s hands tightly together with an absurdly long silk novelty scarf they’d brought from the shop.

“It’s patterned to resemble the Tom Baker scarf, so I’d appreciate it if you managed to bring it back intact,” Piper said.

“Who?” Clare asked.

When Piper and Milo shared a laugh at Clare’s non-nerdly expense, explaining that the iconic scarf had been worn by “Who” indeed—Doctor Who, of course—Clare got a look on her face that was equal parts embarrassment and annoyance, with (Allie thought she could detect) a subtle current of raging insecurity running beneath.

Allie bristled and almost intervened. It was one thing for her and Milo to poke geeky fun at Clare. That was allowed. But a girl they barely knew who dressed like a steampunk anime character, grocked Spock talk, and knew that a Dalek exclaiming “Exterminate!” wasn’t referring to a household termite problem? Not so much. Especially when Clare was about to leave her boy-genius boyfriend all alone in easy reach of Piper’s fingerless-gloved mitts. Allie glanced surreptitiously over at her cousin just to see if he’d noticed Clare’s not-okayness. He had not. Instead, he and Piper were doing a last-minute time-travel stand-up routine as Piper finished tying Clare and Allie together.

“What do we want?” she asked.

“Time travel!”

“When do we want it?”

“That’s irrelevant!”

Goggles giggled and Milo pushed his glasses up his nose and grinned. At which point Allie suspected Clare might be debating the wisdom of leaving Milo with a cute girl whose geekish tendencies were so obviously knit from the same ball of wool. Allie, for her part, wasn’t worried. She’d sensed that a tension had built up between Clare and her cousin in her absence … but no. Milo’d had fierce Clare yearnings far too long for them to fade in the Green Lanternesque light of another girl. Not that she trusted Piper Gimble. Piper seemed kind of lonely. Or maybe it was just that she was a loner. Well, whatever she was … it was something to worry about after Goggles brought them home safe in one piece. Or rather two pieces. Her and Clare.

Three pieces, Allie’s brain corrected her snappishly. You, Clare, and Marcus.

Right. She shook her head. Eyes on the prize.

Her very own, distinctly geeky prize.

She fervently hoped she was right. And that Mark O’Donnell really, really did want to come home. Allie could feel a sheen of sweat break out on her brow as she withdrew the ancient silver coin from her pocket and held it out to Clare.

Why is this time so nerve-racking? she wondered.

Because it’s different. There’s stuff. Hanging in the balance. There’s Marcus.

The coin glinted dully in the fading light.

“Right,” Clare said, her hand hovering over Allie’s palm. “In for a penny …”

“In for a pounding,” Al muttered.

Clare hesitated and shot her a look. “Okay, pal,” she said. “Now or never.”

“Right. Now. Now and for never,” Allie stammered back.

The coin had been cool to the touch … until Clare came into contact with it. Then it sparked with a metaphysical heat and Allie felt it vanish from her hand. More accurately, she felt her hand vanish from around the coin—as if the coin had fallen through a hole in her palm. But then that feeling was washed away by an overwhelming sensation of plunging into a giant glass of cosmically charged ginger ale. She watched Clare’s eyes go saucer-wide and heard herself yelp—a tiny mousenoise sound lost in the shimmering—as stars burst all around them, exploding into firecracker sparks, and the world and the tower at the top of the Tor fell away.

So did the Tor.

And the rest of terra firma.

Moments later, Clare and Allie hit the deck of a Roman sailing ship as it crested a massive ocean wave. And that right there almost ended their shimmer trip before it had even begun.

“CLARE!”

She heard Al scream her name as she hit the heaving, sea-spray-slick planking, landing hard on knees and elbows and tumbling out of control toward the outer rail. Clare hit the side boards just as the deck dropped sickeningly beneath her, the ship nosediving into the trough between two massive waves. Arms and legs flailing, she pitched over the low rail and spun through the air, heading for the boiling grey cauldron of ocean below.

Clare’s own scream added a discordant harmony as she felt her hand slip out of Al’s grasping fingers. But the knot in the silk scarf binding them together held—barely—and Clare jerked to a sudden stop in mid-air. She felt as if her shoulder had been half ripped from its socket as she dangled above the angry churning waters, struggling and kicking her feet. With the scarf tightening painfully around her wrist, Clare hung there like bait on a fish hook, thrashing and trying desperately to reach up with her free hand to grab the rail or a rope or anything.

In the depths of her full-on panic, she was dimly aware of voices crying out over the crashing waves and the howling winds that filled the blue-and-white-striped sail that billowed and snapped above her.

“Clare!” Al shouted again. “Hang on!”

“I’m trying!” Clare yelled back, her own voice screechy with pain and fear. She really was. But she knew she was slipping and that any moment she’d fall into the sea and sink below the waves.

I’m going to die.

“Da mihi manum!” a harsh, deep voice suddenly hollered from above.

I don’t know what that means …

“Give him your hand!” Al urged frantically.

“Wh—”

Clare couldn’t lift her head to see who “him” was, but with her last ounce of strength she threw her free arm up and scrambled with her sneakered feet to try and climb just that few inches higher up the side of the ship. She felt herself falling back toward the water when, with a sudden, shocking jolt, the calloused grasp of an iron-fingered hand suddenly clamped around her wrist, viselike and bruising. Clare gasped at the familiar lightning-bolt sensation of physical contact with someone in the past—and got a lungful of sea spray as she lurched upward as if she’d just bounced off a trampoline. Then she flew, arms and legs windmilling, through the dark, salt-damp air to land hard on her shoulder.

As Clare lay there choking, she rolled her head to one side and saw Al splayed out on the deck beside her, one arm curled tightly around a rope-wrapped bollard and the other stretched out toward Clare, still tethered to her by the stripy scarf. Allie clambered up onto her hands and knees, heaving and flushed, her dark hair plastered to her face and her grey eyes wild. When she saw that Clare was safe—gasping like a landed flounder, but safe—her face broke into a fierce, feral grin. Clare couldn’t help but grin back. She was alive. Only a moment earlier she’d thought she was doomed.

Then a shadow fell over her face and she looked up into a pair of hazel-grey eyes, burning with cold fire, and said, “I am doomed.”

“That’s what my men have been saying for the last thirteen days,” Suetonius Paulinus said in a steel-edged voice. The same voice that had shouted for her to take his hand. In Latin. He was massaging the fingers of that hand, his gaze ticking back and forth between his calloused digits and Clare’s face. Obviously he’d felt the surge of her shimmer power, which was why they could understand each other. It was a nifty function of the shimmer magic that Clare had discovered early on with Comorra—physical contact bestowed upon the contactees mutual comprehension—but it still weirded Clare out. Never in a million years, even with all the time Al had spent practising her Latin homework out loud within Clare’s uncaring earshot, did she think she’d ever be able to understand another human being speaking the Language of the Emperors.

“Convince me my men are wrong,” Paulinus continued, his words auto-translating in Clare’s brain, “and I may yet decide not to throw you back overboard.”

Clare was pushing herself up—easier said than done what with the ship rolling and pitching like a six-coupon ride at the Exhibition—as another man in scuffed leather armour and more than a few days’ growth of beard stepped up beside Paulinus.

He looked at Clare and grunted at the governor, “So the little witch brought a companion this time, I see …”

“Oh, hey Junius,” Al grunted in a pained voice as she and Clare climbed unsteadily to their feet. “How’s it hangin’?”

Junius—the brutish legionnaire Al had first encountered in the Roman camp at the foot of Glastonbury Tor—cocked his head at her like a bulldog that had flunked out of obedience school. The poor guy was clearly in the linguistic dark.

“Poor guy” my butt, Clare thought.

The first time Junius had seen Al was when she’d materialized out of thin air, right in front of him, in the middle of a battle with Mallora the Druid priestess’s scathach. He’d been advocating for Al’s demise—on account of her being some kind of wicked-ass sorceress—ever since.

Al had evidently decided he was the least of her concerns. Her gaze raked the shipdeck, preoccupied with finding a certain chiselled young legionnaire. Finally she turned to Clare with a puzzled frown. “I thought—”

“I know,” Clare answered, flicking her eyes sideways at the Roman governor and cutting Al off before she could say too much in front of him. “And I don’t know.”

The boat heaved then and Clare’s ankle bent inward, sending her crashing down again onto one knee. She swore colourfully and winced in pain. This was all some kind of mistake. Marcus was nowhere in sight. Neither was Llassar the Druid smith, he of the magicked-up coin that had gotten her and Al on board the ship in the first place.

She cast an eye skyward, desperately hoping Owl-Goggles would appear in the skies to call her and Al home. They needed a take-two on this whole nightmare scene. Another wave crashed into the side of the boat and the deck slanted dangerously. Al made a grab for Clare and the two of them clung together until the heaving craft righted itself.

Talk about heaving … Clare thought as her stomach flipped over.

“Throw them to the waves, Governor,” Junius growled to Paulinus. “Their presence aboard this ship can only lead to more ill.”

“I’m not convinced of that,” Paulinus murmured.

“Look around you!” Junius waved a hand, gesturing at the sky and the sea. “At what’s been happening to us! We are at the end of the world. And now the Druidess has sent her minions here to see to it we sail over the edge and into oblivion.”

Paulinus ignored him and took a step toward the girls as Al helped Clare get to her feet again. The two girls stood there, swaying and stutter-step weaving from side to side as the ocean continued to batter at the cargo ship. Silence broken only by the crashing of the waves stretched out between them.

“I do not think so, Junius,” Paulinus said finally. “If we are truly sailing for the edge of the world, by that logic the ship we chase will precede us into the great void. And that Druidess is not a woman I would peg as longing for death. Not her own death. Ours, certainly. But there are easier ways to try for that outcome, I should think.”

Clare and Al exchanged a glance.

They must mean Mallora, Clare thought.

Clare didn’t know all that much about the Druid high priestess, beyond the fact that she was Boudicca’s sister— although that itself was a cautionary factor. She’d only glimpsed Mallora when she appeared on Glastonbury Tor with Stuart Morholt just as Clare and her friends were shimmering. But the Druidess had made one hell of a first impression, what with the crazy hair and the crazier eyes and the wild cloak of raven feathers flowing behind her as she ran, shouting curses into the firelit night sky.

The image had stuck with Clare. Just as Boudicca’s had the first time she saw her—bloodied but unbowed, careening down a chariot track with Connal the Druid. They were two women plainly cut from the same cloth. I wonder if the Druidess sisters got along when they were little girls, learning to cast blood curses, play-fighting with little wooden swords—

A shout sounded from a sailor stationed at the ship’s bow.

“Brace yourselves!” he barked. Or the Latin equivalent thereof. “Hold on!”

Junius swore and lunged for a nearby stanchion, wrapping one hairy arm around it and ducking his head between his hunched shoulders. Paulinus, his face twisting into a determined grimace, swivelled on his sandalled heel and stalked toward the front of the ship. The girls turned to watch him go—and beheld the sight of something so terrifying that neither could utter a sound. The angry, purple vortex was swirling open before them like the yawning maw of the proverbial giant whale, looking to swallow the ship whole.

Which it did.

As a twilight-tinged umbra swept over the ship, Clare instinctively dove for cover—in this case a short stack of cargo barrels secured to the rolling deck with a rough hemp net— and, still tethered to Al by the wrist, she took her down with her. The girls gripped the netting and huddled together as the sky overhead roiled with clouds painted in shades inspired by bruises and hallucinatory nightmares.

With one hand Clare felt under her shirt for the meticulously wrapped foil package containing her digital camera. It was still there, still reasonably secure—or so it felt—and she breathed a sigh of relief in the midst of her panic. It was a brief sigh, interrupted when the cargo netting came loose with the next heave of the ship and Clare and Al were sent flying amidst a barrage of rolling barrels.

Caught in the net like a couple of landed fish, they tumbled painfully across the deck and dropped through an open hatch into the dark, foul-smelling ship’s innards. The stench of bilge water and the absolute blackness in the cargo hold made Clare start to hyperventilate. The breath wheezed in and out of her lungs in an anxious rasp and it was only the death grip of Al’s hand in hers that kept her from starting to scream and flail in a full-fledged panic attack.

Then a voice, deep and sonorous in the darkness. “Clarinet? Is that you?”

“Llassar?” Clare peered around but she couldn’t even make out shapes. It was as if night had fallen in the middle of the day, swift and absolute. A moonless, starless, terrifying, epically dark night.

Beside her, Clare could hear Al fumbling around in her messenger bag. There was a popping sound and then a steady, greenish glow lit up the hold. Or enough of it for the girls to discern the hunched, tangle-haired shape of the Druid smith. He sat slumped on a crate, chained to a wooden post with heavy iron manacles. His black eyes gleamed in the chemical light of the glowstick, his gaze fearless, curious, welcoming, and weary all at once.

Clare rushed forward, throwing her arms around the heavily muscled man and dragging Al with her on the scarf-leash.

“Llassar!” she exclaimed. “Oh, thank god! I was worried we were the only non-Romans on this boat!”

“Urk,” Al said as her face scrunched up against Llassar’s shoulder.

Clare exclaimed an apology and yanked at the silk Doctor Who scarf around their wrists. Al brushed her fumbling fingers away and began working patiently at the water-swollen knots, nodding her head at Clare to continue.

“I’m really glad to see you,” Clare said, her relief running away with her mouth as she started to babble. “I mean, I would have been totally okay if this hadn’t happened, because then I wouldn’t be on a boat captained by a truly scary dude and trying hard not to think about the fact that I think I’m prone—like really, really prone—to motion sickness and wondering how on earth we’re going to get out of this one when I don’t have the faintest idea where we are. But I’m guessing we’re here because you still have the coin we magicked up, right? Do you know where Marcus is? The young super-hot Roman dude? We sort of have to find him. And get the hell out of here.”

She stopped and blinked down at the iron cuffs biting into the flesh of the big man’s burly, muscle-corded wrists. His thick fingers—Clare knew from having watched him create a delicate piece of jewellery that they were superhumanly dextrous—hung limply in front of him.

There were livid bruises on his face, around his eyes.

“Um. Yeah. Okay … We should probably get you the hell out of here, too,” she concluded, a flare of anger adding an edge to her voice. “And maybe punch whoever did this to you on our way out the door.”

“What happened?” Al asked, working the last scarf knot free. “Where is this ship headed? And where’s Marcus? Is he here?”

Blood rushed back into Clare’s fingertips, making them tingle painfully, and she gasped at the sensation before Llassar had a chance to answer. In the silence that followed she peered around in the gloom. The glowstick cast its greenish illumination in a little circle that barely encompassed the three of them. Clare couldn’t see what else the ship’s hold might contain. But then, as she made herself concentrate, she heard what else it contained. People. Al heard it at the same time she did. Above the sounds of the creaking planks of the ship’s sides, Clare could hear breathing, the murmuring of voices, whispered questions.

As Al slowly lifted the glowstick over her head, the thin wash of eldritch glow reflected back from the staring eyes of more than a dozen faces. Celtic prisoners in chains and Roman legionnaires both, they all worked together in a kind of fire-brigade line of bailing buckets.

“Do not fear them.” Llassar grinned wanly at the girls as Al lowered the chemical light and turned back to Clare, her eyes white-rimmed.

“Why?” Al asked in a dry whisper. “’Cause they’re too busy keeping the ship afloat to deal with a couple of unarmed teenage girls?”

“They might be” came Paulinus’s voice as the governor appeared above them. With swift, sure motions, he swung himself down through the hatch and nimbly descended the ladder. “But I’m not.”

“Damn.” Clare was kind of hoping the swaggering Roman had been swept overboard.

“No such luck,” Al muttered out of the side of her mouth, reading Clare’s expression with her usual uncanny accuracy.

That wasn’t the only uncanny thing. The ship felt as though it had stopped bucking. In fact, it felt as though it had stopped moving altogether. The rough planking beneath their feet no longer shuddered and groaned. Llassar and Paulinus exchanged a glance. The Druid smith’s expression remained impassive, placid even, but the Roman commander’s eye narrowed.

“Yes,” he said. “We’ve entered another abyss.”

“A what?” Clare and Al asked in tandem.

Paulinus jerked his head in the direction of the ladder. “You should probably see this,” he said. “Perhaps you can even shed some light on it.”

Well … no. No, they couldn’t.

Because once they climbed back up on deck, neither Al nor Clare had the faintest idea what they were looking at. The square blue-and-white sail billowed at midship, straining at the ropes as if filled with a gale-force wind. But there wasn’t even the hint of a breeze where they stood. The water, only moments ago a roiling cauldron of frothing, gnashing, massive grey waves with high peaks and dread troughs, had turned koi-pond smooth. Barely a ripple marred its surface, tinged a deep, glassy purple from reflecting the sky above.

And what a sky.
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Allie heard Clare gasp.

She would have done the same, except that it’s hard to gasp when your mouth is already hanging open.

The Roman merchant galley looked as though it was sailing into a tunnel on a cosmic amusement park ride. It was like a massive, sky-sized version of Clare’s personal shimmer effect, Allie thought. As if someone had showered the aurora borealis in pixie dust and rolled it up into a tube. The tunnel seemed to be rotating in a slow-mo barrel roll, but it was hard to tell. The clouds overhead swirled in a large-scale version of Milo’s temporal barrier rift in Glastonbury. The air rippled in sheets—just as it had when she’d been on the open moors with Marcus, running for her life, waves of temporal distortion sweeping over them.

As Allie stared upward from the deck of the ship, she thought she could discern ribbons of different-time-of-day skies. Windows of bright noon-blue sky studded with puffball clouds swirled side by side with a slash of moonlit midnight glittering with stars. In one place there was a thunderstorm, in another, gentle rain. Or ice pellets. Blazing sun. Fog …

But none of it touched them. The ship was shrouded in a faintly glimmering, crepuscular light, a hazy-purple luminescence more than fitting for the Twilight Zone-y-ness of the moment. The deck was crowded with soldiers, all standing, staring into the tunnelly abyss. None worked the rigging or the rudders; it seemed there was no need. The ship just zoomed along as though set on some kind of ancient, mystical, nautical autopilot.

The men’s expressions were less fearful than Allie had expected. More like … resigned. She got the sense that any panic the soldiers may have felt had long been leached from them, as if they’d accepted the epic journey they were on, like Jason and the Argonauts, or Odysseus. It was eerie.

“This is eerie,” Clare said.

Allie turned to Suetonius Paulinus. “I’m guessing this kind of thing has happened before?”

“It has.”

He stood gripping the wooden railing so hard he was practically making finger marks. She supposed she could hardly blame him. As advanced and disciplined and logical as the average Roman military mind must have been—and Paulinus was likely head of the class in that department— she also knew, from all the reading she’d done, that the soldiers of the Empire were even more superstitious than regular civilians. And it was, after all, the first century. They didn’t know anything about electromagnetic pulses and the theory of relativity and, really, what did it matter that she did?

They’re caught in a giant magical vortex, and so are you.

And first century or twenty-first, everyone on that boat had the right to be terrified out of their wits.

“Al?” Clare murmured out of the side of her mouth. She was leaning slightly over the side, peering down at the water rushing past far below.

“Yeah?” Al said quietly, leaning over to see what Clare was looking at.

“How fast would you say a boat like this usually travels?”

“Umm … Before we shimmered I asked Milo about that— because of the whole ‘meet us on the island’ thing—and he said that wherever we snapped that photo, it couldn’t be that far because a first-century merchant vessel powered exclusively by sail”—she glanced down the rail and saw no banks of oars—“would only clock maybe five or six knots out of a good stiff wind. That’s nautical miles.”

Clare frowned down at the water. “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say we’re going faster than that. Way faster.”

Al frowned down at the thick, froth-crested wake that spread out from the bow of the ship. “Yeah … This sucker is moving at like … jet-boat speeds. We are seriously motoring.”

“And how long have they been at this do you figure?” Clare asked quietly.

“Umm … Judging from the rampant stubble on the generally hygiene-happy legionnaires?” Allie said, glancing around at the faces of the Roman soldiers. They stood in clumps along the railings in less than their usual spit-polished uniform gear. “I’d say a couple of weeks at least.”

“Seventeen days,” Paulinus said.

Allie was shocked to see the bleak, naked vulnerability on his face. Here was a man who’d evidently never found himself at a loss for words or actions. And now he was just plain lost. Period. The lostest you could ever be, she thought. Even when she’d found herself stranded in the past, all she’d had to do was look up at the terraced contours of Ynys Wyddryn— Glastonbury Tor—and she’d know where, geographically at least, she was.

The governor shrugged. “As near as I can tell.”

Clare tilted her head, regarding him keenly. “What do you mean ‘as near as you can tell’? Are you really bad at math or something? Or did you just lose count? I mean, seriously, seventeen isn’t that high a number.”

“It is once you run out of fresh water,” Paulinus grunted. “And my uncertainty arises from these … these things.” He swept one hand at the weird time tunnel phenomenon.

Clare followed the gesture with her eyes. “What is this?”

Paulinus’s eyes narrowed as his gaze raked Clare’s face. “I was hoping you could tell me, little witch.” His gaze shifted to Allie. “One of you.”

Allie shook her head. This went beyond any Shenanigans she or Clare had experienced. This was big. She glanced up at the silent, swirling chaos. Really big. And if the Romans had been sailing for seventeen days at intermittent speeds, then Milo’s calculations were way off. That couldn’t be good.

“Where are we?” she wondered, fear tracing a cold finger up her spine.

“Nowhere,” Clare answered in a strained voice. “Everywhere. Everywhen …”

“The vertex appears without warning,” Paulinus said. Allie understood that by “vertex” he meant whirlpool or vortex, as apt a description as any. “One moment the sea is normal. Of this world. Then … a sudden crack of lightning, darkness descending, and the ship is once again hurtling through this Stygian passage. When we emerge, it is never the same as when we entered. The sun, if it was up, is often down. Or in another part of the sky. The phases of the moon and the placement of the stars will differ. The weather, the winds, the water, the temperature … all will have altered.” Paulinus paused. “Are we in Hades?” he asked quietly. “Is that why you are here? Have you come to guide us into the infernal realm, as in the old stories?”

“Nope,” Clare said with a firm shake of her head. “Mr. Paulinus, sir, we are just as much in the dark here as you are. Right, Al? No idea what’s going on.”

“Right. None.” Good, Al thought. Let’s keep him on a don’tneed-to-know basis.

“Really.” His gaze went a bit flinty, as if he sensed he was being stonewalled.

Clare returned the stare, crossing her arms over her chest. The silent battle of wills went on for a good half-minute.

“Where did you go after you disappeared from the top of the hill?”

“Uh …” The question took Clare off-guard. “Nowhere …?”

“What she means is,” Allie jumped in, “we don’t know. We can’t remember. Look … this isn’t our fault. It’s probably that Druid woman’s doing. Like you said. Some kind of curse. We’re just a couple of girls”—here she did her best not to gag—“and we just want to get home. That’s all.”

“I’m afraid that is unlikely.” The governor shrugged. “We are in pursuit of a cargo of stolen gold and I very much doubt we’ll be turning around until we capture that vessel. Whether we want to or not.”

“The gold from the Druid sanctuary on the island of Mona.” Tactfully, Clare didn’t point out that that’s who the gold had been stolen from. The Druiddyn. Not the Romans.

“What remains of it, yes.” Paulinus’s eyebrow twitched as he regarded the girls. “You know of this gold?”

Allie shot a look at Clare. “Uh, sure. Word gets around about that sort of thing, y’know. So … it’s where now?”

“On board the ship we’ve been chasing.”

He nodded in the direction they were heading, and although they couldn’t see the other vessel, Paulinus seemed certain it was there. The girls didn’t have much recourse but to believe him. They were lucky enough he’d even told them that much. Perhaps it was the abundant weirdness of the situation that seemed to have inclined the governor to chat, or maybe he just didn’t see the point in keeping information from them when they were all part of the same captive audience.

“That impetuous young protégé of Quintus Postumus’s led us to retrieve it.”

Clare and Allie exchanged a hopeful glance.

“Do you mean Marcus Donatus?” Clare asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

“I believe that’s his name, yes,” Paulinus grunted, apparently unimpressed with the young soldier. “He’d been quite infected with Postumus’s insubordinance. I almost had to kill him. But the wild man with the oddly constructed costume convinced me to let him live, if only to lead us to the booty. I’m still not sure if that was a mistake …”

Wild man? Allie wondered. She glanced at Clare who mouthed “Morholt” at her.

“We transported the gold to a port on the Severn,” Paulinus continued, “and were to sail with the tide the next morning. I left Donatus and a detachment of my men on board that ship. I had been told of the siege of Postumus’s camp by the Druidess and her Amazons—they call them scathach, a barbaric name—and I thought it best not to take chances. The rest of us stayed onshore to guard against any attacks.”

“Let me guess,” Clare said. “The ship with the gold on it was long gone the next morning.”

Paulinus raised an eyebrow at her. “No bigger than a toy in the distance by the time we’d commandeered a second vessel and cast off. Heading due west. I don’t know how they managed it. Unless Donatus helped them take the ship.”

“I think it’s more likely the scathach were hiding on board when you loaded the gold,” Allie said. “They’re sneaky.”

“And dangerously psychotic,” Clare added.

Paulinus frowned. “I don’t know what that word means.”

“Violent killers,” she clarified, an edge to her voice. “I’m pretty sure you know what that means.”

Paulinus ignored the dig. “We chased them out onto the open seas and were starting to close the distance. But on the second day, there was a … flash of light on the horizon. That was when the first vertex opened—directly in front of the other galley—and it seemed to leap toward it across the waves like a hunting hound on a scent. The ship disappeared into it and the vertex swept on toward us, pulling us into its maw in their wake. Now we follow them through the vertices, one after another, catching only fleeting glimpses from time to time.”

As disconcerting as Paulinus’s tale was, Allie thought, at least it seemed they were heading in the right direction in their quest to find both Marcus and the Snettisham Torc— assuming Dr. Jenkins’s possessed utterances were on the nose and it had become part of the gold hoard heading for parts unknown.

“Where are they going?” the Roman governor mused, staring hard at the horizon—or what would have been a horizon under normal circumstances. “West? West to what? The ends of the ocean, the realms of sea monsters and oblivion … I don’t understand.”

“You know, you could just stop chasing them,” Clare said.

Allie made a small noise of protest, but they both knew that wasn’t an option for Paulinus. He confirmed it with a bitter laugh, waving over his shoulder at the ship’s stern.

“Do you see my men steering?” he asked. “Manning the sails? Outside of the vertex, we do our best just to keep the ship afloat. Inside it, we have no say. It is as if that cursed Druid gold is a baited hook and this ship a hungry fish. So I will follow, because it seems I am meant to. I will retrieve the gold and I will send it home to Nero, because that is my duty as governor and as a soldier of Rome.” Paulinus sighed wearily. “And he will probably melt it down and gild his own images with it.”

Clare’s mouth twisted with disgust. “That … is a horrifying thought.”

“Isn’t it just.” Paulinus shrugged. He leaned on the railing then, more like a human being than a military automaton. “Those pieces …” he mused, wonder in his voice. “The neck rings and the arm cuffs, rings and bracelets and brooches. Magnificent stuff. For a pack of barbarians, they have immeasurably skilled artisans.”

When Paulinus’s glance drifted to the open hatch, it was clear that he knew Llassar was one of those artisans—although Allie suspected he had no idea of Llassar’s supplementary magic skills.

When the Roman governor was silent for a moment, Clare took a step forward. “Are you the one who gave the big guy chained up in the hold those bruises on his face?”

“No. That was Junius.” Paulinus frowned faintly. “He seems convinced that the blacksmith is more than just a smith. I do not see it, but I saw nothing wrong in letting him question the man.”

“You mean torture him,” Allie said.

“Please,” Paulinus scoffed, the glimpse of humanity he’d shown them replaced by bland unconcern. A mask of casual cruelty. “Is he missing any of his admittedly skilled fingers? Are any of them even broken? He wasn’t handsome to begin with. A broken nose might be an improvement.”

“Can I give you a word of advice?” Clare said quietly.

The Roman governor sighed, but stopped short of rolling his eyes. “If you must.”

“If I were you, I’d make every effort to make amends for what your goon Junius did to Llassar before this tub reaches the end of its trip. Because if you do catch up with Mallora and she sees what you’ve done to him, I have a feeling she might want to pay you some similar knuckle-based attention. And if she doesn’t? Well … Llassar is a friend of mine.”

“Are you threatening me, little witch?”

“Nope. Promising.”

Through widened eyes, Allie saw Clare brace for the expected backhanded slap to the head, but it never came. Suetonius Paulinus just stared at her for a long moment. A probing stare that, as far as Allie could tell, left the governor more confused about Clare than he already was. Eventually he shook his head minutely and turned back to the bizarre vista enveloping this ship.

“What do we do now?”Allie asked eventually.

“There’s nothing to do.” He shrugged and the leather of his armour creaked. “We can’t steer, we can’t stop. The vertex will take us wherever it wills. On a normal journey I would tell the men to rest and refresh themselves. But there is nothing to eat, save the few fish we’ve managed to catch, and nothing to drink, save the dregs in a few amphorae of sour wine and what’s left in the casks of Briton beer that were to be delivered to the emperor as a novelty. The stuff’s virtually undrinkable. But since it’s reserved for my men—and not a pair of uncertain creatures such as yourselves—you’ve nothing to worry about there.”

Allie stopped herself from reaching up to pat her messenger bag, packed as it was with a water bottle and granola bars.

“Find somewhere out of the way and make yourselves unobtrusive,” Paulinus continued, restored to his Arrogant Roman Jerk-Ass persona. “Perhaps that will be enough to spare your lives. For as long as we all live. But if this goes on for much longer, I might just kill you both and see if that gets us out of this mess.”

“Wow. That’s forward thinking.” Clare rolled her eyes. “Eliminate the newest variable in an unsolvable equation and see if that solves it. You really are a master strategist, aren’t ya, buddy?”

Allie groaned, wondering just how far Clare could push it. But Paulinus just looked at her, his pale hazel gaze sharp as a blade.

“We’ve barely met—although in unusual circumstances on both occasions—and yet you seem to have formulated … strong opinions about me.” His tone was polite, curious. Mildly amused.

“I had friends who were Iceni. One of them was Boudicca’s daughter.”

Allie winced once more. But the governor seemed almost to appreciate Clare’s bravery. Or maybe just her honesty.

“I see,” he said. “Then you must think me a monster.”

“Jury’s still out on that one,” she muttered.

He looked at her quizzically. So, for that matter, did Allie.

“I remain undecided on the issue,” she clarified.

“Ah.” Paulinus nodded curtly. “That … is something we have in common.”

The admission surprised Allie. Before this encounter there’d been no reason to believe the governor was anything but a monster. But then he’d saved Clare’s life, and not by accident. He could have just cut her loose, sliced through the scarf and kept Allie to question. And even now he wasn’t exactly clapping them in irons and throwing them back in the hold to rot with Llassar. It was confusing. She shook her head as, without another word, the governor turned on his hobnailed sandal and stalked away.

“He’s not really what I expected,” she mused.

“Me neither.”

Clare walked up the deck to sit on a coiled pile of rope where the bow of the ship tapered to a rounded point. Allie climbed up to sit beside her, tucking in her feet and wrapping her arms around her knees. With the utter stillness of the air contrasting with the obvious speed at which the ship was travelling, everything took on a dreamtime slo-mo quality.

“Then again,” Clare continued, “none of this is what I expected.”

“Me neither.”

Allie cast about with a long, wondering gaze that scanned the weirding skies from horizon to horizon. Her hand drifted up through the air, tracing the shape of the tunnel that arced high above their heads. “Are you doing this?” she asked Clare.

Clare shook her head slowly. “I honestly don’t know …”

“Because if so you’ve seriously levelled up in the magic skills department.”

“I guess. That’s what Milo said about my coin trick.” She frowned. “Should I be worried?”

Allie snorted. “I think the time for worry is long gone, pal. That ship has totally sailed.”

“Please.” Clare put up a hand. “No nautical metaphors. I already feel like I should be stocking up on barf bags.”

When Allie saw a band of shadow race over Clare’s face she turned and glanced over her shoulder. “Nautical metaphors aside, we’d better put our tray tables and seat backs in the upright locked position.” She pointed to where the vortex looked like it was contracting down around the ship, shards of time slivers gnashing like teeth in an angry mouth. “We’re in for a bumpy ride.”
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With the twisting, twilight-tinged vortex having descended on the ship like a funeral shroud, blanketing the deck in dusky gloom, Marcus felt as though he was moving through a nightmare. As if he wasn’t there at all, and maybe never had been. As if maybe he was still a boy, asleep on the narrow bed in his dorm room back at Cambridge, head resting on an open Latin textbook instead of his pillow. The situation certainly gave him time to indulge in flights of fancy. During vortex travel episodes, there was nothing else to do.

The first time it happened the men on the galley had been gripped by a mass panic. Two or three legionnaires had even thrown themselves over the sides to escape the demondoomed ship. One was hauled back on board by his fellows; the others had been wearing full-kit armour and sank beneath the waves before anyone could help them. That had been the second day out, the sight of land lost behind them to the east.

Now when the wavering, crackling bands of distortion wrapped the ship in spatio-temporal displacement, the soldiers of Rome, hardened to the process, simply hunkered down and waited for the ripple effects and eerily calm seas to pass. Then they’d return to the business of trying to survive in the middle of a normal sea.

Ha. Normalcy, Marcus punned silently, giving way to a wash of giddy delirium. He wondered if Allie was the kind of girl who appreciated wordplay. He wondered if he’d ever have the chance to find out.

Marcus had been trying to decide whether to succumb to his increasingly obvious fate. The most logical outcome was that he’d die in an endless oceanscape. It would be so easy.

Just … stop, he told himself. Stop caring, stop trying … stop hoping …

Give up on ever seeing Allie again.

Yeah … that’s not going to happen.

When the distortion had finally ebbed that first time it felt as though an hour or more had passed, but the terrified ship captain pointed out that the sun was farther east than it had been before. Marcus thought they must have gone forward or backward in time—he’d hoped it was the former. Desperately hoped. And he was still going with that hypothesis. Because if they were going backward …

No. I’m not going to think about it.

There had to be a reason they were out there. They were not mystically becalmed in the doldrums of a spatio-temporal sea. They just weren’t. Because if they were, they would die. And it would be pointless and stupid and Marcus was simply not willing to accept that. Not after what Mallora had done. Not while she stood at the point of the ship’s bow staring fiercely into the distance as if she willed the ship toward a destination only she could see … There had to be something there. An end. A destination.

There has to be.

Marcus tore his gaze from the Druidess and glanced over to see Stuart Morholt, perched on a coil of rope, staring at him with his mad, glittering black gaze.

“Oh, don’t ask me,” Morholt said, waving a hand at Mallora’s rigid, feather-clad back. “She’s a great bird—heh—if all you’re looking for is a boozy roll in the hay and a line of progeny, but then it’s all work, work, work. Just blood magic and temporal curses and no sense of humour to speak of. Pff.” He sniffed and muttered, “Not like I wanted undying declarations of love, you know. Just a peck on the cheek in passing once in a while …”

Marcus shook his head. Mallora was probably well in the right to avoid Morholt’s cheek in its present state. The tangle of the man’s beard had crept up from his jawline almost to the top of his cheekbones and his hair was a long, matted mess. He was starting to resemble a crazed medieval monk.

Fine, Marcus thought. He can lose his mind all he wants. It was never a far jog down that lane anyway.

He felt at his own cheeks and chin and reached for his marching pack. Rolled carefully in a soft rectangle of leather was a curved bronze shaving blade, a whetstone for sharpening it, a handful of dried soapwort leaves wrapped in parchment, and a small ceramic pot with a wooden stopper that contained a pungent herbal mixture, good as a soothing aftershave balm and a salve on minor wounds.

Marcus refused to give in to the sloth of hopelessness. Some of the other soldiers on the wayward ship had begun to adopt hunted, hollow-eyed expressions; slack-jawed with lethargy and twitchy with anxiety at the same time, their strict Legion dress habits had fallen by the wayside. But Marcus had decided that when Allie came for him—and she would—he’d look like a man who had something to live for.

Her.

He picked up the whetstone and razor and began to hone the blade’s edge keen. As he scraped it down his cheek he grimaced at the dry, sandpapery noise it made. Normally he’d have used a splash of water on his face, but that was in limited, strictly monitored supply. When the ship’s stores of fresh water had begun to turn brackish in the big clay urns, the sailors had shown the soldiers how to rig sailcloth rain catchers to make good use of the deluges that had drenched the deck with depressing frequency.

Once the Legion rations were all but depleted, the soldiers had relied on the grain stores meant for trade in Rome and fish caught in nets dragged in the bireme’s wake. Marcus had always liked seafood but even he was starting to feel a bit like Morholt—who loudly and repeatedly complained about how much he bloody damn well loathed fish!—and found himself dreaming of a nice curry from that little place on the High Street, or a beef and onion pie from the pub or … oh, the heavenly delight, a steak.

I wonder if Allie likes steak. I could take her to a nice steakhouse. What’s a nice steakhouse in London? I have no idea.

Of course, any restaurants Marcus had frequented back in his days as a young linguistics student—and he’d never done all that much frequenting; he’d been so much younger than his classmates that most of his meals had been in the commissary on campus or made on the hotplate in his cramped little dorm room—probably weren’t around any longer.

So? I’ll find a new steakhouse. An expensive one.

Which you’ll pay for with what monies, genius?

“Rich.”

Marcus’s head snapped up at the word.

Morholt was right there. Marcus hadn’t heard him move from his ropey perch.

“What?”

“Riiiiiich.” Morholt drew the word out to ridiculous proportions. “We’re going to be rich beyond our most insane imaginings. You know that, right?”

“I know you’re insane, and probably therefore fairly imaginative,” Marcus said dryly. “Beyond that I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about. And I’d appreciate it if you’d shift a bit more downwind.”

Morholt moved closer. “You think I’m going to stay stuck in this barbaric era? Without so much as a bag of coins to my name—thank you very much Miz Reid for taking even that— and no respect from the local whackos? No. No no. No no no …” He waggled one finger back and forth in Marcus’s face. “I have a cunning plan, you see.”

“You do.”

“Well, not so much me. She has a cunning plan.”

“She?”

“They. Them.” He waved in a vaguely skyward gesture. “Him too, probably. The brainy mapmaker. He won’t be happy about it but he’ll help those two upstarts anyway. Pesky meddling so-and-sos. You all think you’re so smart. Prove it.”

“What in the name of Hades are you talking about?”

“Such a good little soldier you’ve turned out to be, eh, O’Donnell?” Morholt cackled. “You even talk like one of them now.”

Marcus ground his teeth in frustration. That barb had been sharper than Morholt likely knew. Only because Allie had said something similar after she’d tried to escape the Roman camp at Glastonbury. About just how much a soldier of Rome he’d become. Until she’d called him on it, it was something he’d been proud of. He’d done his damnedest to assimilate into a world that, before Allie McAllister had dropped into his life, looked as if it would be the only one he’d know. He’d shed the socially awkward super-student persona and worked hard to develop his physical prowess. He’d resigned himself to life as a soldier of the Empire. Not so much resigned as accepted. And it hadn’t been so bad. Not bad at all, actually. Well, the last couple of months had been something of a challenge, what with the ferocious scathach attacks that had decimated his Legion. That had sucked. It still sucked. The feral warrior women were only slightly less terrifying in daylight when they weren’t trying to kill him than on a nighttime battlefield when they were.

More than a dozen of the wild-haired, glittering-eyed women stood close by in a loose knot decked out in a dangerous assortment of keen-bladed weaponry. They held their swords and spears with the kind of casual intimacy that only those well versed in the fighting arts could. In their bare feet and with wiry-muscled limbs, they all wore long dark cloaks and short tattered tunics. Each had a broad leather belt hung with feathers and bones and bits of broken jewellery—twisted torcs and arm rings and necklaces—like trophies.

As Marcus stared, their outlines subtly shifted, blurring almost imperceptibly around the edges. It must be that they weren’t all there, metaphysically speaking. Or then. The Druid high priestess, Mallora, had summoned the wraithlike spirit warriors from the mists of the distant past.

Even more distant than this, he thought.

Morholt was snapping his fingers in front of his face.

“Are you listening to me?” he said. “There’s a ship’s hold full of pure, precious gold beneath our feet.”

“I know,” Marcus said. “I stowed it there. So?”

“You’re actually a bit thick, aren’t you?”

“Gods. I must be—I’m still talking to you.” Marcus sighed. “Yes. Gold. In the first century. On a ship in the middle of the ocean. All that gold is worthless to you here.”

“Here, yes. Now, certainly.”

“But?”

“But I’m not staying here.” He looked on the verge of giggling with glee. “Or rather, I’m not staying now.”

Marcus fought to keep his expression neutral. As certain as he was that Allie would return for him—certain she would try, at least—he’d been careful to keep that certainty from Morholt. Only now it seemed that Morholt might have devised travel plans on his own.

“When we make landfall,” he continued, “you and I, my young friend, are going to steal the gold—again—and we’re going to hide it. Bury it. And then we’re going to travel forward in time, and we’re going to dig it up. And I shall, in my extreme generosity, let you keep, say, ten percent.”

“Hide it where?” Marcus asked. “Who do you think you are—the Dread Pirate Morholt? Where could we possibly bury that much treasure so that it wouldn’t be found for over two thousand years?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.” Morholt waved his hands blithely in the air. “But clearly we did.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Because,” he explained as if to a child, “no one has found it yet, have they?”

Marcus could hardly argue with that logic. If they did bury it—if they had buried it—then Morholt was right. It had yet to be found. “Maybe we never got around to burying it. Maybe the ship sinks and it all winds up on the bottom of the Atlantic.”

“Not possible.” Morholt sniffed again.

“And why’s that?”

“Because at least one of those shiny trinkets has already managed to find its way back to Snettisham and into a hole,” he explained airily. “If it hadn’t, I never would have been able to steal it in the first place. So there. Ha. I win.”

Marcus puzzled through Morholt’s pretzel logic. “You’re talking about the torc, aren’t you?” he asked. “The one Mallora cursed and bound around Postumus’s neck. It was on display at the museum, I remember.”

Morholt nodded, an irritating gleam of smugness in his gaze.

“Assuming that recent events—and by that I mean recent in this era—haven’t drastically altered the timeline as we’ve known it, then yeah, I agree. The torc somehow finds its way to Norfolk.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t mean we do.”

“Oh, don’t be such a Negative Nelly.”

Marcus gaped at Morholt. Was he really that monumentally thick? “Do you have any idea where we’re headed?”

“Er, no.” Morholt shrugged. “Not really. Mallora … well, it’s not that she won’t tell me, exactly, it’s just that she’s not interested in speaking to me at the moment.” He shifted his eyes back to where the Druidess still stood in the bow, statue-still.

“Do you know what direction we’re travelling in?” Marcus asked. “Or even how many days it’s been since we last saw land?”

“No. I don’t. Frankly, I haven’t been paying much attention.” Morholt sniffed and waved a hand in a vague circle. “I prefer to spend my time with the hoard.”

“I noticed.”

Marcus’s erstwhile fellow student had spent most of the long strange voyage down in the hold, picking through the sacks of pilfered treasure like some kind of greedy fairy-tale miser. A modern-, or perhaps ancient-, day Scrooge.

More like Daffy Duck in the old Bugs Bunny cartoons.

“Did Mallora tell you anything about our destination?”

“Oh, you know,” Morholt said, “a bunch of bardic mumbojumbo about the Something-Something Place of Utter Unpronounceability. The translation escapes me. You know— bloody Celtic dialects.”

Yes, he did know bloody Celtic dialects, Marcus thought, grinding his teeth. “What, in your very best approximation, did it sound like?”

Morholt rolled his eyes, but deigned to dribble forth a string of sounds that Marcus managed to parse as “Ynysoedd Bendigedig.”

“The Blessed Isles …” he murmured. He felt the blood drain from his face. He’d been hoping he was wrong. That the temporal interludes had thrown off his calculations. But Marcus knew now that he’d been right all along. “Oh no …”

“What?” Morholt leaned forward, his gaze sharpening. “The blessed what?”

“The Blessed Isles. Also called the Fortunate Isles, and sometimes the Western Lands. The Irish called it Tir Na Nog. Some even call the place Avalon.”

“What?!” Morholt gaped like a landed fish.

Marcus raised a slow eyebrow. In his extreme naïveté, when he’d first fallen in with the Free Peoples of Prydain, Mark O’Donnell had looked upon Morholt as an inspiration. A self-professed Modern-Day Druid, committed to reinvigorating the ancient traditions of a lost culture. But after some years of forced marching, bank and ditch digging, and extreme close encounters with that culture, he’d changed his opinion. Morholt was a poseur and a conman—with a cereal-box version of pseudo-Celtic knowledge.

And he’s the reason I’m stuck back here.

“Didn’t you even try to learn the fundamentals of the belief system you claimed to champion back at Cambridge?”

“Of course I did!” Morholt sat up straighter, clearly affronted. “I am a true believer in the unseen worlds. In the paranormal. The supernatural. The mystical and the—”

“All right. I get it. You’re the very soul of a great mystic.” Marcus suppressed another eye roll. “It’s just that you don’t seem to have a handle on the basic details.”

Morholt snorted. “Ceciley and Magda were always much better than I at that sort of thing. Just because I believe in magic doesn’t mean I need to learn all the card tricks, does it now? All I had to do was work the marketing angle. Let the others in the club do the Newy-Agey legwork and pass on the talking points. That’s what makes me a leader. You might want to take notes.”

Marcus didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “So you have zero knowledge of what Ynysoedd Bendigedig is,” he said. “Or why the mere mention of it concerns me greatly.”

“I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.”

“I am. And I’m also going to tell you that, regardless of your Snettisham Torc hypothesis, and resulting present certainty that we’re going to come out of this mess rich as kings and back where we belong, I think you might agree that we’re going to have a bit of a tough time getting anywhere near Snettisham from the other bloody side of the Atlantic Ocean.”

Morholt blanched. “What …?”

Marcus grabbed him by the front of his jumpsuit and hauled Morholt so close they were nose to nose. “We are headed—you idiot—straight for the shores of North America. And no one is going to find us there!”
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Clare regretted emptying her bag of everything except survival essentials before they shimmered. That included her makeup mirror and, having always thought green was one of her best colours, she was curious as to just how good she looked. Because, according to Al, she was a vivid shade of it.

“Glarg …”

Al rolled her head in Clare’s direction. She was looking a touch viridian around the gills herself. “I’ll see your ‘glarg’ and raise you a ‘blerf’ …” She glanced around to check that none of the men were nearby, then slipped the aluminum water bottle out of her messenger bag and stealthily handed it to Clare.

Clare nodded her thanks and took a small sip, swishing the tepid liquid around in her mouth before swallowing with a grimace.

“Tic Tac?” Al said, shaking a little plastic box full of breath mints.

“Gawd yes …” Clare held out her hand.

It turned out that barf bags had been unnecessary. Not because Clare hadn’t been barfing enthusiastically off and on, but because she’d had the entire ocean to utilize for the purpose. Once the first temporal rift dissipated, their speed had diminished drastically, as if someone had cut the engine on a mystical winch. But the ship’s momentum had kept it plowing forward—straight into the heart of a good old-fashioned raging tempest.

Clare and Al had scrambled to secure themselves to a nearby stanchion and then proceeded to hang on for dear life for the next several eternities as the ship heeled and plunged and rolled, battered by thirty-foot swells and gale-force winds that tore at the sails and the sailors struggling to reef them. Barrage after barrage of lightning had lit the boiling black sky noon-bright and the accompanying thunder had rattled the girls’ teeth and jarred their bones as they clung together, soaked to the skin and scared out of their collective wits. At the time, Clare had been too terrified to give in to seasickness.

But when they’d entered another temporal vortex she had no such reservations. In the blanket of muted silence that had descended on the ship as it sailed onward through the ethereal seascape, Clare made a break for the railing, folding double over it as a wave of nausea swept her head to toe. That had been several hours ago, and she was still feeling a bit like one of the bog zombies they’d fended off in the museum back in London.

Clare chewed a handful of Tic Tacs and then she and Al dozed for a while, leaning against each other and shivering in damp, shared misery. But as the mystical doldrums stretched out, the girls started to get restless. Now Al was pacing up and down the rail, staring into the swirling distance as if she could make Marcus’s ship appear before them through sheer force of will.

Clare watched her for a while, then lifted the edge of her shirt and began to pick at the edges of the tape that held the digital camera to her torso. She grimaced and hissed through her teeth as if she was pulling off the world’s biggest band-aid, but eventually she worked the little silver packet free. She peeled back the layers (and layers—Milo might have been a little overzealous on the wrapping job, she thought) of aluminum foil, eventually exposing the shiny red body of the digital camera. By that time Al had stopped pacing and was peering over her shoulder. The camera appeared to have come through unscathed, but of course there was only one way to be sure. Clare unzipped her jacket pocket and fished out a pair of batteries, fitted them in the housing, and closed the little door.

Then she held her breath … and pressed the On button.

The little digital display screen glowed to life.

Behind her Al breathed a long, hefty sigh of relief.

“Go-go-gadget Faraday cage!” Clare exclaimed in wan triumph. “Good thing your cousin’s a genius.”

“It is. And he is.” Al sank down to sit beside Clare. “Speaking of Milo … been meaning to ask you something.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you guys, you know … okay?”

“Yeah,” Clare said. “We’re good.”

“Oh.” Al frowned. “It’s just, I kind of sensed that things were a little … strained between you two. I thought maybe while I was stuck in the past you guys might have been fighting or something.”

“We were.”

“Well, that’s okay then—wait. You’re what?”

“Fighting.”

Al’s jaw dropped open a bit. “You said ‘good’! That’s not good. Fighting is actually un-good!”

Clare shrugged. “Your cousin has a thick skull.”

“All the better to protect his chewy genius brain from zombies, I suppose. But yeah. He does. He can be pretty stubborn when he wants to be. Not like anyone else I know …”

Clare ignored that. “It’s endearing and infuriating in equal measure,” she said. “On the one hand, it makes him take his shirt off and paint himself with blue spirals. On the other, it makes him invoke insanely dangerous rituals in order to protect me from doing same.”

Al blinked, puzzling that one through in her head. “So … let me get this straight,” she said. “You were mad at him because he was trying to save you—and me—from danger.”

Clare nodded. “And being kind of a macho shithead at the same time.”

“And he was mad at you,” Allie continued, “because you were trying to save him—and me—from danger.”

“And … um … yeah.” Clare frowned. “Being kind of a … um …”

“Let’s say ‘reckless shithead’ at the same time,” Allie finished for her. “You’re not particularly macho after all.”

“Right.” Clare grimaced. “Yeah.”

“I see.”

The two girls were silent for a long time. The sky roiled overhead, the sea skimmed silently past below. Clare sighed deeply. Al was right—and, as usual, keenly perceptive—when she said things were different between her and Milo. But what she’d perceived as tension was probably the extra, undeniably electric connection that now stretched from her to Milo and back again. And Al—as Milo’s much-adored cousin, and more to the point, Clare’s best friend, partner-in-Shenanigans, rock, anchor, and constant confidante—had a right to know about it.

“Also?” Clare felt herself blushing furiously. Her hand went to the little charm around her neck, her fingertip tracing the spiral pattern on its surface. “He … he bought me this.”

“Ooh.” Al peered at the charm. “Pretty. And weirdly appropriate.”

“Yeah. And … also also? He kinda told me he, um, loves me.”

Al’s reaction was not what Clare was expecting. Her grey eyes flew wide, her mouth opened in a silent O … and then she burst into tears.

“Gah!” Clare lunged forward to wrap her arms around Al’s heaving shoulders. “Hey! It’s okay! I said it back. I did. I do! I mean, I really actually think I love your stupid genius thickskulled cousin. And I’d never hurt him—I promise! You don’t have to be sad for him. Or me. It’s a good thing, okay? I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to upset you and … uh …” Beneath Clare’s arm, Al’s shoulders had stopped heaving and began to quiver. “Are you … laughing?”

She broke the hug and sat back.

“You are. You’re laughing at me. Because … that wasn’t why you were crying and I’m such an insensitive jerk oh gawd!”

Al shook her head, still laughing a little. “You’re not an insensitive jerk. I am. Here you are telling me that my awesome cousin, who’s been crushing on you since, oh, only for-ev-aar finally goes all ‘True Confessions’ on you—which, by the way, is awesome—and I get an insta-case of green-eyed meanies.”

“You did?” Clare raised an eyebrow.

“Kind of.” Al picked idly at the fraying end of a rope coiled beside her on the deck. “I mean … I just think it’s great. You and Milo. I think it’s the kind of thing I might someday want with … someone.”

“With Marcus.”

“Pff. No …” Al rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I even know the guy. We’re, like, practically strangers. This retrieval mission is just, you know, a moral obligation.”

“Sure.” Clare raised her other eyebrow. “A moral obligation to the guy who thinks you are—and I quote—‘magic.’ And ‘the coolest person he’d ever met.’ Total strangers. Nothing doing there …” Now it was Al’s turn to blush furiously, but Clare the Merciless wasn’t about to let up—not without some kind of a confession. “No sparks, no kissing, no buttockogling … no moonlit whatever-it-was you two were getting up to on top of the Glastonbury Tor that you haven’t even told me about yet because every time the subject comes up your cheeks go nuclear and—”

“Okay, okay!” Al dropped the rope and threw up her hands. “It’s possible that it’s not simply a moral obligation. And … um … it was dancing.”

“Dancing?”

“You know how I never went to any school dances?”

“’Cause they’re lame?”

“Yeah,” Al said with a dreamy sigh. “But slow-dancing under the stars to cheesy eighties romantic pop with a guy with eyes like that … and thews like that …”

“‘Thews’?”

“Yes. Thews. Muscles. And eyes—”

“And dancing.”

“It was decidedly not lame.”

“Dude.”

Clare grinned and threw an arm back around Allie’s shoulders. She hugged her briskly and then stood and stretched, feeling much less woogy than she had earlier. Squinting up at the psychedelic cloud-swirls, she noticed patches of normal blue sky starting to show through and breathed a sigh of relief—they wouldn’t be exiting the temporal tunnel into the teeth of another storm. There was nothing left in her stomach anyway—barfing Tic Tacs would be a new, depraved low and Clare refused to entertain the notion. When a beam of clear yellow sunlight suddenly shone down on her face, she felt a renewed sense of optimism. And when she looked out over the merchant ship’s bow, that sense of optimism expanded like a balloon.

“Y’know,” she said over her shoulder to Al, “whatever happens on this weird strange trip we’re on … I’m glad we’re here. I shouldn’t have tried to convince you otherwise. You never would have done that to me.”

“Sure I would have,” Al said. “In fact I did, remember? I think I objected strenuously and on several occasions to you shimmering back and forth trying to help Connal and Comorra. You did it anyway.”

“Right.” Clare nodded. “But you wouldn’t do that now is my point.”

“Nope.” Al was quiet for a moment and then sighed. “I really hope we find Marcus.”

“We will.”

“You sound pretty sure of that.”

“I am,” Clare said brightly.

“Clare … we’re on a boat.”

“So is he.”

“Not this boat.”

“No …” Clare lifted an arm and pointed in the direction their own ship was hurtling. “That one.”

Clare hadn’t seen Al move so fast in her life. She actually had to reach out and grab her by the shoulders to keep her from hurdling the railing. Like an overexcited bloodhound straining at a leash, Al leaned out over the water. The hunt was almost over. The hunted was in her sights.

“Mark! Marcus!” Al shouted, pointing wildly and jumping up and down. “Clare—look! I can see him!” Then she caught sight of Paulinus, stalking down the length of the ship toward them, the vessel’s captain trotting in his wake. “Hey!” she shouted. “Can’t this bucket go any faster?”

Clare leaned forward and squinted into the distance. No way in the world could Al have made out which teeny silhouette was Soldier Boy’s, but the shadowed shape was definitely a ship. The ship they were chasing. And that wasn’t the only thing remarkable about the view. After the unending stretches of nothing but ocean, there was land. A rugged, ragged coastline loomed to the south, silvery-grey cliffs soaring like castle battlements and topped with the dark green contours of lush, unspoiled forest. The vertex seemed to have drawn them into some kind of gulf or harbour. Or maybe it was an archipelago. But whatever it was, it was land they were leaving behind.

As the line of terra firma dwindled in their wake, Clare caught a glimpse of Paulinus’s face as he gazed at the rich, pristine shoreline, seemingly uninhabited. His expression made her shiver. What she saw there was pure, potent avarice. His was the face of a conqueror. It looked as if he wanted to dash over and plant a standard topped with the eagles of Rome.

Of course, Al probably would have shoved him overboard if he’d tried to change course. Ahead of them, tantalizingly close yet still so far away, the ship Marcus was on kept driving ever westward into open water again. It was smaller and sleeker than their own, and probably swifter, but Paulinus’s captain managed—eventually—to close the distance between the two. In fact, according to the antique watch Clare had borrowed from Piper—a lovely old windup model with a little window at the top of the dial that showed the phases of the moon— it took almost five more hours (and for Al, several bouts of impatient frenzy) before the other vessel slowed almost to a stop. And now it looked as though that vessel, with its cheery yellow-and-blue sail, was charting a course parallel to their own.

As they came closer, Clare and Al could see why. It seemed as though they were approaching their destination.

An island—a familiar-looking island—was just on the edge of the horizon. And it was growing larger by the second. Clare lunged for her bag and dug around in it until she found the Sharpie marker she’d packed. It was invigorating to know they were finally getting somewhere with this shimmer trip. Somewhere they already knew they were supposed to be.

“Al!” she called. “Where’s that Swiss Army knife you brought?”

Al retrieved the knife from her own bag and handed it to Clare, who hacked away at the corner of a folded stack of canvas piled nearby on the deck. She cut a rough square, laid it out flat on the deck, and popped the top off the marker with her teeth.

“Having a wonderful time travel,” she wrote. “Wish you were here.”

Now where in the world, she wondered, is “here”?


[image: image] 12

All right, Clare, Milo thought as he stood at the threshold of a stylish, sparsely appointed condominium unit with a spectacular view of London’s Tower Bridge through the floorto-ceiling windows. Let’s see where in the world you are …

“Milo McAllister, Boy Genius,” a thin young man with long hair in a ponytail drawled as he stepped back from the open door to let Milo and Piper into the suite. “Must be one hell of an emergency for you to make a special trip to my humble abode.”

“Humble,” Piper muttered under her breath. “This place probably costs more in a month than I make in a year at the shop …”

“Dan.” Milo shook the hand the hacker held out to him. “Appreciate the help.”

“I’m sure you will.” Dan gestured them toward the main room where virtually every flat surface was covered with computers and/or computer components in various stages of customization.

“First things first,” Milo said as he unslung his bag and pulled out his laptop, setting it down on one of the few unoccupied table spaces. “I’ve got corrupted picture files from a digital camera memory card.”

“First things first,” Dan the techno-wizard corrected him, walking over to the stainless-steel fridge in the open-concept kitchen to get himself a beer. “Can you pay for my services?”

“Don’t I always?”

“Then welcome to Casa Compu-Fix!” Dan grinned, his gaze drifting over to where Piper stood clutching her elbows beside the still-open front door. She looked as if she was trying to decide whether to bolt. “Come in, come in … Can I offer you a beverage?”

Milo stepped in front of Dan and held the memory card out to him.

“None for us, thanks,” he said.

“Right. So. Corrupted files, huh?” Dan plucked the card from his fingers and drifted across the room to sit down in front of a massive wide-screen monitor.

“Yeah,” Milo said over his shoulder. “Look, it’s no huge deal. I just need to recover the images and I don’t have time to get the OS guys to run the fix for me.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.” Dan grinned. “What are they? Dirty pictures?”

Milo raised an eyebrow. “Will it help you to think so?”

“Sure.” His glance slid sideways to where Piper hovered near the kitchen. “I have an active imagination.”

Not active enough, Milo thought. He slapped Dan’s shoulder and gestured for him to get on with it.

Dan nodded at Milo’s computer. “Depending on the level of corruption, it could take a while. Like, I’m talking days, in some cases, but I use a custom program of my own design and, if I may be so humble, it’s never failed to fully recover an image. You’ve got time constraints, so I’ll load the software onto your machine and you can fix the files yourself on the fly. The program will adjust your settings so the machine will keep running the descramble and give you status alerts even if your screen lid is down.”

“You can do that?” Piper asked, skeptical.

“Little lady,” Dan grinned, “if it’s a computer, I can do anything.” He turned back to Milo. “The thing’s a power hog, so just make sure you plug in your machine when you can. Then you can jettison the program after you’re done. No charge.”

“Thanks, Dan,” Milo said, relaxing a little.

“De nada.” Dan shrugged and handed back the memory card. He rifled through a cigar box full of USB drives and, finding the one he wanted, inserted it into the port on Milo’s computer and proceeded to load up the decryption program. When that was done, he popped it out and turned back to Milo. “You said on the phone you had something else you wanted me to look at?”

“Yeah …” Milo emailed Dan one of the uncorrupted pictures from the camera memory—the one with Al’s message to meet them there along with a relative close-up of the island. He cropped Al and the message out of the shot before sending it to Dan. The close-up shot was obviously meant for Milo, with his topographical resources, to identify. In this case, those resources consisted of Dan—who would, for a price, use his tech brilliance for even the most suspect of projects. He’d already been feeding Milo classified information on the terrain around Glastonbury Tor; this current puzzle piece would be just another item added to Milo’s tab.

And it was a puzzle.

“Hey … you, uh, get whatever it was you needed out of that other intel?” Dan asked.

“Yup.” Milo crossed to stand behind Dan’s chair and left it at that.

“Okay then,” Dan said. He didn’t press for details. He probably got that kind of response a lot. “So what have you got for me that you can’t handle all on your lonesome, there, Spock?”

Milo briefed Dan as to what he needed. It was straightforward stuff—use the topographical software and global database at his disposal to match an existing landmark with the one in the picture. Milo probably could have taken care of it by himself, but that would have meant going into the office and maybe getting waylaid by someone at OS wondering why he wasn’t working on all the stuff he was actually getting paid to work on. All he really cared about was finding the island in that picture using the most direct methods. Except it was starting to look like that wasn’t going to be easy.

After the matching program had been running for two hours they still had nothing. Not even close. They’d exhausted potential match targets off the coasts of Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Cornwall, Brittany, and France—one tiny island in the Bay of Biscay almost matched the dimensions except for white sand beaches in place of red cliff faces. Piper sat silently throughout the whole exercise, goggles down over her eyes and attention wholly fixed on the screen. Milo, normally the soul of patience with this kind of work, was getting antsy, which was not a good thing. Tedium came with the territory and you couldn’t let it get to you or you could miss something. And in this case missing something might mean missing the opportunity to help Clare and Allie. But that’s what was making him restless. He fidgeted with the ancient coin he carried in his pocket—the shimmer trigger left behind when Allie and Clare had faded into the past on top of the Tor—and paced back and forth behind Dan’s chair.

Dan, on the other hand, had slipped into a deep computergeek trance and settled into a groove early on, scanning the screen and making adjustments to search parameters as he went. Suddenly …

“There!” He stabbed a finger at the screen. “That’s … no, wait. Never mind. I thought we might have a match but the cliff face is different. Too different.”

“Yeah, well,” Milo murmured, stepping up to peer closely at the screen. “Two thousand years of erosion will do that …”

Dan looked up at him. “’Scuse me?”

Every nerve in Milo’s body suddenly hummed like piano wire. He didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “Can you run a simulation for me on the image I emailed?”

“What kind of simulation?”

“Time and tide. Erosion patterns for that island”—he pointed to the image from the memory card—“working from the assumption that it’s in the same location”—he pointed to the image from the search results—“as that island.”

“But it’s not,” Dan snorted. “It can’t be. Unless they’re the same island existing in two different points in history, that is.”

“Dan … please. Just do it.”

“All right, man.” He shrugged. “But I’m gonna need another beer.”

Wordlessly, Piper got up and went to the fridge.

Dan cracked his knuckles and wiggled his fingers over the keyboard like a concert pianist warming up. “How many years you want me to simulate?”

Milo exchanged a glance with Piper as she put Dan’s beer down beside him.

“Just to make it easy,” Milo shrugged casually, “let’s say … an even two thousand years.”

Dan blinked at Milo.

Milo waved at the screen. “Just … make the magic.”

A tense fifteen minutes later, Dan pushed his chair back from the desk. The beer bottle sat on the table collecting condensation, untouched. “What the hell, man …” His brow darkened with a deep frown and he glared suspiciously at Milo. “Seriously. What the hell is this?”

“I don’t know what you mean—”

“It’s a perfect match. Which, as you bloody well know, is impossible. Unless of course someone travelled back in time to take this picture …”

“Ha!” Piper suddenly exclaimed, breaking her long silence. “Told you I’m a genius!”

Dan and Milo turned to look at her in confusion.

She clapped her hands together, cocked one hip in a saucy pose, and waved at the screen. “That’s definitely going to get me an A++ in my digital art class then, isn’t it, Milo?”

“Uh—oh! Pff. Yeah.” Milo jumped to agree before Piper started winking conspiratorially. “I guess you … uh … win.”

“Right! I win!” she enthused. “That bet we had for, uh … money!”

“You had me do all this for a freaking art project?” Dan asked flatly.

“And money!” Piper nodded. “Lots of money. It’s a big bet. I have student loans.”

“Yeah, see, I wanted you to go in blind, Dan.” Milo shrugged and pushed his glasses up his nose, striving for nonchalance. “No knowledge of, uh, you know. What you were looking for. It needs to be that convincing for her professors if Piper’s gonna ace the class. So I made a little wager that you’d spot it as a fake right off.”

“An art project.” Dan’s lip was starting to curl upward in the beginnings of an epic sneer.

“Cut me some slack, Dan,” Milo murmured. “She needs top marks on this project to score a huge scholarship. And … you know. She scores …”

The sneer transformed mid lip-lift into a leer. “You score,” Dan murmured back. “Riiiight …”

Milo repressed a shudder at the smarm and grinned wryly. “Something like that.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” Dan punched him on the shoulder. “Anything to help a fellow man out with the ladies.”

They looked over at Piper, who’d done a little faked victory dance and was over by the picture window. She glanced back and smiled, looking for all the world as though she hadn’t heard a word of their conversation. But when she swung her pale ponytails coquettishly, Milo thought, Oh. She’s good, and had to restrain himself from winking at her conspiratorially. Instead the two of them embellished their assumed “impatient computer nerds in lust” roles that Dan had so fluidly assigned and waited for him to finish running the last tweaks on the simulation program. Then the three of them sat back and stared in astonishment at the results. With only negligible differences, the two images could have come from the same camera on the same day.

“Your girl’s good,” Dan said. Then he turned to Piper, a measure of respect in his voice. “Gotta hand it to you there, Pipes. You did a bang-up job reverse-engineering the topography. Cliff striations are a ringer. Dunno why you didn’t just tell Milo where the original shot was taken in the first place, though. Coulda saved me time and him money.” He waved a hand at the screen. “But I guess that’s part of your little project, eh?”

“Part of the bet,” Piper said, pasting a sly grin on her face as she wrapped an arm around Milo’s waist and looked up at him, batting her lashes. “You know, he’s Mister Map-Happy and he told me he’d find it lickety-split. So I made him double down.”

Milo leaned closer over Dan’s shoulder so he could see just where their mystery island was located.

“Dan,” he said, disengaging himself from Piper’s embrace and pointing to the coordinates on the screen, “this can’t be right.”

“What can’t?”

“This says the island we’re looking at is … um … on the wrong side of the Atlantic.”

“Yeah. I opened up the search parameters when I wasn’t getting anything on this side of the pond.” Dan glanced over his shoulder at Milo. “Why? What’s the problem? I found your girlfriend’s island, didn’t I?”

“Yeah … yeah, you sure did.” Milo thought about Clare. And about the sign Allie was holding that said, “Meet us HERE” with an arrow pointing to the red-cliffed hump of land in the middle of all that blue water. Dan had found his girlfriend’s island all right. And how incredibly typical of Clare that it was exactly where it shouldn’t have been.

Piper was looking at him, the question writ plain in her large dark eyes. She either hadn’t seen the coordinates or didn’t know what they meant. But to her credit, she just nodded when Milo said, “Thanks, Dan. We gotta get going now. Got a plane to catch. Don’t we, Piper?”

Outside, on the way to Milo’s car, Piper hurried to catch up with his long strides. Milo was already on his cell phone, putting in a call to his travel agent. When he’d finished the call he finally stopped and turned to her. “I hope you have your passport handy. You’re going to need it where we’re going.”

“And where is that?” Piper crossed her arms over her chest and stood her ground.

In answer, Milo called up a webpage on his phone, tossed the phone to Piper, and opened the driver’s-side door of his BMW. By the time he’d checked his briefcase to make sure he had his own travel documents handy and started the ignition, Piper was sitting in the passenger seat, eyes glued to the tiny screen.

“How?” she managed eventually.

“No idea.”

The information on the webpage was for a place called Île-d’Entrée—or Entry Island, as it was generally referred to by its tiny, largely English-speaking populace—a picturesque little bump of land in a small archipelago called the Magdalens in the Gulf of Saint Lawrence. In the Maritimes.

North Freaking America.

“This … this goes way beyond pre-Columbian contact.” Piper sounded a little like she might start to hyperventilate. “This goes beyond pre-Viking contact. Hell, it’s … it’s pre-Everything! It changes our fundamental knowledge of history. It’s … I mean this is … huge.”

“But also … not,” Milo said.

“How can you say that?”

“Because it changes nothing about our fundamental knowledge of history,” he said, “if—if—everything goes according to plan. History won’t ever be the wiser. At least, it hasn’t been yet.”

“I’m starting to understand that Clare and your cousin don’t go in for half-measures,” Piper said, blowing out a long breath. “Do they?”

“No.” Milo pulled out into London traffic and headed toward Heathrow Airport. “They definitely do not.”
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The wind was blowing briskly and the sky overhead was bright blue, dotted with a scattered handful of cottonball clouds. The ocean waves were uniform and laced with white froth, racing ever onward. And in the distance, with lush green hills atop vibrant red and purple cliffs, an island grew ever larger in the viewfinder of Clare’s camera. Beyond it, to the south and north, they could make out a handful of other small islands. But the profile of the one nearest was unmistakable.

“That’s definitely it,” Clare said, a surge of excitement coursing through her. “And I think we’re close enough now for the photo op.”

She tossed Al the camera, unrolled the scrap of canvas she’d scribbled her first message on, and held it up. Then she tossed her head and gave her best “cheese!” smile.

“How’s my hair?” she asked through her teeth.

“A total mess,” Al answered, framing the shot in the digital display. “Just like in the picture. Hold still …” The camera whirred and clicked, recording the image for posterity. Serious posterity. “Got it!”

The girls glanced around to see if their undoubtedly odd-seeming behaviour had registered with any of their shipmates. But the legionnaires and sailors, having been aboard their ship of the damned for as long as they had, were so inured to oddness that not one of them batted an eye. It probably helped that Suetonius Paulinus and his irascible hench-thug Junius were squirrelled away in the captain’s tent aft of midship. Probably plotting the girls’ demise or an attack on the other cargo vessel once they reached it. Or both. Whatever.

As they neared the island, Clare judged it close enough and unrolled a second scrap of sailcloth. “Okay,” she said. “I think our lump of rock is ready for its close-up!”

Al held up her message, trying to position the arrow in the way it appeared in the second picture.

“Up a bit,” Clare murmured, concentrating on the view screen. “Down … to the left … no, the other left—my left— aaand … freeze!” The camera clicked and whirred again. “Okay. Got it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Did you see it on Milo’s computer?”

“Yes.”

“Then yes, I’m sure.” Clare grinned. “It’s okay, Al. We’ve already been-there-done-that, remember? Nothing can possibly change it. There’s nothing to worry ab—”

A flurry of commotion erupted from the front of the tent where Suetonius Paulinus had been holed up. The Roman governor slapped aside the canvas flaps and stalked out into the bright sunshine in full ceremonial gear. The planes of his cheeks and chin were shaved smooth and the crimson horsehair crest on his bronze helmet waved like a war banner in the stiff wind. The governor cut a seriously impressive figure in his intricately decorated breastplate, not to mention his greaves, wrist bracers, and studded, leather-strap skirt. Everything was polished to gleaming and fancy, except the sword at his side. That was plain, sharp, and obviously well used.

The brushed crimson wool cloak that hung in rich folds from the fastenings on his shoulders billowed like the sail above their heads, snapping and rippling.

“He must have a hell of an extra-weight bag charge when he travels,” Clare muttered.

And yet she could totally see why the Legion commander would haul around an extra set of togs. The impact of his appearance on the men slumped despondently around the deck was instantaneous. Their eyes widened, spines stiffened, fists clenched convulsively, and more than one feral grin spread across a stubbly visage as the soldiers understood their commander’s unspoken message.

Battle.

And he wasn’t the only one itching for a fight.

In the charged silence that had descended, Clare thought she heard something. Faint at first, but growing louder over the sound of waves slapping against the galley’s planks.

Drums. War drums.

And they weren’t coming from the other merchant ship, but from somewhere across the watery expanse. They might mean the ships had strayed into occupied territory—or that reinforcements were on the way for Mallora and her scathach.

“I’ve had quite enough of these barbarians and their antics,” Paulinus snarled. “They think they can lead me into a trap here, at the end of the world? They have not faced the might of Rome.”

He turned to the man standing next to him, the one Clare had pegged as the captain or commander or navigator— whatever the technical term was for “dude that steers the ship”—and gestured with his gilded, eagle-topped swagger stick at the ship bearing Mallora and Morholt and the gold. And Marcus Donatus.

“Ram them,” Paulinus said, his face expressionless. “Board them. Get that gold.”

Clare and Al gaped at each other.

“Did you just say there was nothing to worry about?” Al asked.

“I didn’t. I didn’t mean to.”

“Famous last w—”

“No! Not last!”

Now the ship’s captain was bawling commands in a violent goat-bleat of a voice and the sailors were hopping around the deck like crickets. The legionnaires looked as if someone had snapped their fingers and released them all from a hypnotic slumber. Their movements became instantly sharp and sure and, to a man, they were all suddenly scary as hell. These were the guys Clare remembered from her few encounters with the soldiers of the Empire.

The guys who’d conquered the known world.

The fact that they still ignored the pair of temporally displaced teenage girls trying to make themselves as inconspicuous as possible near the bow of the ship indicated simply that they weren’t important in that moment. Not a threat … but not anything to be kept safe or protected from the other ship’s occupants, either.

And those occupants were just as scary.

Clare could see the ranks of scathach ranged along the side of the ship, festooned in all their death-metal rocker-chick fashion statements, bristling with weapons like pins stuck in oversized voodoo dolls. Clare and Al braced for impact as the two vessels closed the distance, but the way the wind and waves were buffeting them, the Roman-controlled cargo ship didn’t so much ram the scathach-controlled ship as nudge it heavily. As the wooden sides ground against each other the Romans slammed a pair of gangplanks from ship to ship and began to swarm across the gap.

The scathach, Clare saw through a haze of terror, simply leapt the distance. One crazed-looking warrior woman with legs like tree trunks hurtled across the gap and took out two legionnaires without breaking stride. Her attack knocked the soldiers flying like a couple of bowling pins and left a gap in the press of bodies.

“Come on!” Al shouted and jumped up, making a break for the sudden opening.

Clare scrambled to follow as Al ran in a zigzag, heading for the gangplank that would get them to the ship Marcus was on. She had to duck to avoid a swinging sword and Clare got there a hair’s breadth before her. She scrambled across the slippery wet wood like a monkey after a runaway banana truck then jumped down and spun around, holding out her hand to grab Al, who was clambering on all fours across the broad wooden slab.

She’d almost made it when Junius clamped his calloused fingers around Al’s leg, the sword in his other hand raised high as if he’d hack her limb off at the knee. Clare screamed a string of invectives and Al kicked frantically at his face with her free foot. But the legionnaire’s mouth was open in a howl of warrior rage, teeth bared, eyes white-rimmed. No longer the glowering, clumsy-looking brute Al had traded verbal barbs with, Junius in battle was the embodiment of the Roman war machine. Savage, single-minded, sword-happy.

And thankfully, a fraction of a second too slow.

As the blade of his shortsword descended in a vicious chop, Clare heard a roar of fury from right behind her. She dropped to her knees just as, from out of nowhere, Marcus Donatus hurdled over her and onto the gangplank where Al was perilously sprawled. The edge of Junius’s descending sword struck sparks off the blade in Marcus’s hand as the two weapons met with an ear-splitting shriek of iron on iron. Marcus grunted with the effort of blocking the bigger man’s blow, arm muscles straining as he jammed the hilt of his sword up against his opponent’s. The two combatants shoved at each other, shoulder to shoulder, until they could disengage.

Marcus’s next swing was a powerful overhead diagonal slash that knocked Junius off balance. Junius snarled something in Latin that Clare couldn’t auto-translate—it must have been pretty salty language, without a modern English equivalent. Marcus understood him just fine, though, because he hissed something back—equally untranslatable—and with a furious, wrenching shove, he knocked Junius from the gangplank. Junius’s howl of rage melted almost instantly to screams of unseemly panic. There was a loud splash and then Clare heard him thrashing madly in the water between the two boats.

Freed from Junius’s punishing grip, Al scrambled between Marcus’s legs and dove onto the deck of the scathach ship, half-tackling Clare as she did. Clare gasped for breath for the second her best friend lay sprawled across her, and then suddenly Al was gone again. Clare pushed the tangled curtain of hair from her eyes and glanced around wildly, thinking Al had been recaptured.

But no, Al was right there—hovering about a foot and a half off the ground and wrapped in an embrace of muscle and metal and leather. And sweat. Or maybe it was seaspray. Whatever. Al didn’t seem to mind either way. Mostly because she was far too occupied with mashing her lips against Marcus’s.

“Allie!” he gasped when she let him up for air. “Oh thank god!”

He set her back down on the rolling deck and reached to grab Clare by the hand, hauling her effortlessly to her feet.

Thews! Clare’s brain squeaked, giddy with panic.

“Find cover!” Marcus barked at the two girls. “Stay there!”

And then he was gone again. Swallowed up in the melee of a knot of Romans fighting a clot of howling scathach. Clare tried to keep track as he appeared and disappeared from sight, but she couldn’t make out what side Marcus was fighting for. It seemed he was just trying to keep the whole crazy rumble away from them. And doing a pretty good job of it.

Clare and Al could still hear Junius sputtering and crying out in the water below, punctuated by gaps that meant he was repeatedly going under. Al glanced at the gangplank and then at Clare, a frown of concern on her brow and a question in her eyes.

“I … I dunno.” Clare felt herself frowning, too. “He attacked you, Al!”

“He’s gonna drown.”

“Yeah …”

They hesitated a moment longer and then rushed over to the side and looked down. Junius’s upturned face, desperate and terrified, gaped up at them. His mouth worked soundlessly as he gulped air, then his helmeted head disappeared beneath a wave and for a long moment the girls thought he was gone. Then one meaty hand broke the surface and waved weakly.

Al bit her lip.

Clare sighed.

Together they heaved a long length of heavy rope over the side for him to grab on to, and then ran to hide behind a stack of crates. Al’s grey eyes were sparkle-bright with feverish excitement. Or maybe it was just panic and adrenaline. Either way, she seemed to be having the time of her life. No temporal pun intended.

“What?” Al’s breath came in little gasps.

“Dude …” Clare grinned evilly. “You do realize you totally could have looked up when you were on that gangplank and answered, once and for all, the age-old question?”

“What age-old question?”

“What do Roman legionnaires wear under their skirts?”

“Gah!” Al’s cheeks flushed bright red. She took a swipe at punching Clare in the shoulder and missed, almost toppling over. “Perv!”

“I guess you were a little busy,” Clare laughed, struggling to keep her balance as the ship lurched.

“Busy?”Al gasped again as Clare pulled her further behind the crates. “I thought … I was gonna die!”

They huddled there while bloody chaos reigned. Clare was content to let it run its course—she’d done the whole Celts versus Romans battle scene with Comorra deep in a forest one night, and that close encounter had been more than enough. Al, new to the game and chock full of danger-rush endorphins, had a slightly different idea. She peeked over the crates.

“I feel like we should be helping!”

“Helping what?” Clare crawled up beside her to catch an eyeful of the action. “Bloody up the deck with our own precious vein juice?”

Al snorted. “If we were serious action heroes, we’d be fighting right now—”

“Duck!” Clare pushed Al’s head down as a scathach’s pike-blade whistled in an arc above them. “We’re not action heroes, we’re time travellers. I can’t believe I’m using that as a point of logic in an argument. Also? We’re a couple of high school students.”

“Spider-Man is a high school student.”

“He’s radioactive,” Clare said. “You radioactive?”

Al shook her head. “I don’t think so. I still feel like a slacker.”

“You are a slacker. So am I. We both dropped gym class the second we could.”

Al waved that away, still breathless with excitement. “Running is pointless. But I did take a stage-fighting class that time I was a spear carrier in Macbeth, remember?”

“Yeah. I remember. You were awesome at standing and holding a spear.”

“But we’re on a rescue mission!”

Inaction had never really sat well with Al. In truth, it didn’t sit well with Clare, either. Then again, neither did potential decapitation. Cooler (attached) heads were the order of the day as far as she was concerned. She gestured first to Marcus, then to Al. “Rescue. Mission. Let him rescue us, then we’ll get on with the mission of hauling his shapely thews back home. That’s our objective. Stay on target, okay?”

“I … Oh, all right.”

“See? Patience, young Jedi.” Clare dropped in the Star Wars reference just to humour Al. “It’s all good—”

A hand slammed down on Clare’s shoulder and suddenly she and Al found themselves thrown flat on their backs, staring up the blades of long, very sharp spears and into the painted faces of two scathach warrior women.

“I dunno, Clare,” Al said in a strangled gurgle. “This … is not my definition of good. But these two chicks are definitely from the Dark Side.”
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“Ow!” Allie yelped as the point of the spear prodded her forward, toward the striped canvas tent that sat in the middle of the ship’s deck, close to the stern and away from most of the heavy fighting. Away from Marcus, too, although there wasn’t a whole heck of a lot Allie could do about that.

She and Clare ducked under the tent flaps, and then Clare stopped so abruptly that Allie bumped into her. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw why Clare had balked. In the close confines of the tent, the only thing separating them from Mallora—Druid high priestess, sister to Boudicca, Force of Malevolent Darkness, Hurler of Flaming Projectiles—was a small wooden desk upon which rested the remains of a meagre repast, mostly fish bones and something in a shallow bowl that looked like watery gruel.

And lying beside that was an emergency-kit tin box—the one Clare had used to seal Morholt’s diary in back in the Roman camp after writing the coded message to herself.

Mallora herself sat in a low-backed chair, seemingly unconcerned by the fighting that raged on outside the tent. Her face was illuminated by only a small, glass-shaded oil lamp hanging from a chain above the desk and swaying with the motion of the ship. With her raven-feather cloak hung up on a peg in the corner, the Druiddyn high priestess looked a lot less intimidating, Allie thought. Okay … a little less intimidating. She was still tall and wild-haired, with the same strong-boned features as her sister Boudicca and with a similarly fierce— and fiercely intelligent—glittering gaze.

But her features were pinched with pain, or maybe exhaustion, and she moved slowly and stiffly as she rose from her chair. Allie was scared witless—not that she’d let the priestess know that, of course. If she’d learned one thing as a prisoner in a Roman army camp, it was this: never let them see you sweat. She swallowed the knot of fear in her throat, lifted her chin, and crossed her arms in front of her.

At her side, Clare had adopted a similar pose.

The Druidess came around the table and stood before them, her keen gaze flicking back and forth between Clare and Allie. She was silent for so long they were beginning to think she wouldn’t say anything at all. Then Mallora tilted her head and addressed Clare. She spoke in the same dialect as Llassar the smith, which meant they could understand her without having touched her first. And since she’d had all sorts of physical contact with Morholt (ew), she no doubt knew modern English.

Mallora’s voice was husky, as her sister’s had been—Allie remembered that voice coming from the mouth of Dr. Jenkins when Boudicca’s spirit had possessed her—but it was nowhere near as harsh. That surprised Allie.

“You,” she addressed Clare. “You are the one the Morholt spoke of. The traveller.”

Clare made a strange little sound in the back of her throat. Allie turned and gaped at her: Clare was choking back an incredulous laugh.

“The Morholt?” Clare said. “No way. That makes him sound way too cool.” She shook her head. “Now, if you mean am I the one Stu spoke of? Then … yes. I guess I am.”

Mallora didn’t rise to the bait. Her gaze just narrowed a bit as if she was contemplating Stu’s lack of coolness. Then she turned to Allie. “And you, little raven. You damaged his chariot.”

Taking a page from Clare’s show-no-fear approach, Allie lifted her chin even higher. “You bet I did.”

“Hm.” Mallora nodded appreciatively. “You struck at him where you knew it would hurt the most. It is a mark of a warrior.”

“Hey—I left him stranded here, you know,” Clare pointed out.

“That did not hurt him,” the priestess said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “That merely broke his mind, which was already showing rather large cracks, I think. What it also did was make him more dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Clare raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding. Mister Not-So-Cunning-Plan? He’s annoying, sure. An actual threat? I have my doubts.”

“Desperation and danger are often indistinguishable.” Mallora shrugged one shoulder. “Just ask my sister.”

The flinty glint that flashed in her eyes at the mention of Boudicca—who, of course, was dead and therefore not available for questioning—reminded the girls that they needed to tread carefully. Allie exchanged a glance with Clare, who tried a different tack.

“Right,” she said. “Hey, no need for hostilities here. We’re friends. Well, I’m a friend of your niece, at least. Comorra.”

Mallora was silent for a moment. Then she sighed heavily. “I know. Her mother—my sister—was not always as you knew her.”

“You mean perpetually simmering with rage?” Clare said. “Not that I really blame her.”

“The blood magic works a darkness in the one who calls it forth. After a time, that darkness becomes permanent. As it did with Boudicca.”

“Um … didn’t you … I mean …” Allie struggled for a polite way to ask the Druid priestess if she was likewise tainted. “Aren’t you a caller-forther too?”

“I am …” Mallora shrugged. “I was.”

“Was?”

“I am … drained,” she said. “I called upon the magic to bring this ship to this place so that the legacy of my people would not fall into Roman hands. But now I am far from my land. The source of my strength. And I must conserve what is left of my magic to protect the new soul I carry.” Mallora’s long-fingered hand drifted across her belly, which was still flat, her waist trim and athletic. “So that one day, my descendant—and you two girls—will work together to bring all of this to pass.”

“Oh. Right,” Clare said. “Um. I mean … congratulations to the mother-to-be.”

As she circled back around the table and lowered herself into her chair, Mallora’s expression was wry. “I can only hope my daughter will have the same kind of spirit I have seen in both you girls.”

“Wait. What?” Allie did a double take. “How on earth do you know it’s a girl?” It wasn’t like they had ultrasound machines in the first century.

Mallora shrugged again. “She speaks to me.”

“Okay.” Clare scrunched up her face. “That’s … creepy.”

Mallora’s expression turned inward. “She has my Sight and sees all that passes through my eyes.” Her gaze snapped back into focus and she grinned a bit. “I suspect she, like you, already thinks her father is a bit of an idiot.”

Clare and Allie positively gaped at her.

The Druid priestess, it seemed, had a sense of humour. Boudicca hadn’t exactly been a barrel of laughs, and so to hear her scary Druid sister cracking wise—about Morholt, no less—was refreshing. And made Allie think there might be a chance for them after all.

As Mallora fell silent, the girls’ attention was once more drawn to the clashing swords still ringing like brutal chimes outside the tent. The clamour seemed to make Mallora restless and she rose to her feet again, shooting a dark gaze out the tent flap at where the fighting raged.

“The Romans and their wars,” she muttered. “Despoilers.”

“Yeah,” Clare nodded. “They’re kind of ass-hats.”

Whether or not the vernacular translated, Mallora seemed to get the gist. “They think it will make them rich,” she continued. “But material wealth is not the only value of our treasure. It is, in fact, the least. Our artists are the soul of our people, and none more so than Llassar. His creations are objects of beauty and power, as you well know. That is why I have done everything I can to keep my people’s gold out of the grasping hands of the Roman governor, who will only hand it over to his slavering dog of an emperor. But I fear my Sight may have misled me. I fear that, in bringing the treasure of the Druiddyn across the water, I will have visited a plague upon others who do not deserve it.” Her gaze clouded with memory and regret. “The path I carved for us across the waves stayed open too long and the Romans’ ship managed to sail too close. It was pulled along in the wake of our passage and has followed us here, to this land.”

The drums, Allie thought. The beating of the drums they’d heard rumbling across the water. In leading the Romans to … wherever they’d led them, Mallora may have unwittingly visited war upon others.

“Things must be put to rights,” Mallora said. “All things. In both your world … and mine. This world.”

“You mean this time,” Clare said.

Mallora nodded. “I know that is what you have come to do, and you will find the help you need on that island. But they will need help, too. Help that—had I still the strength—I could have given.” She turned her disconcerting gaze on Allie. “You can, little raven.”

Allie frowned and shifted uncomfortably. “You keep calling me that.”

“Told you.” Clare shrugged. “Every time you’ve ever shown up to call me home, you were a bird. It’s weird, but I got used to it.”

“Even so,” Mallora said. “You are both touched by Andrasta, the Raven Goddess. You will lead the charge against the despoilers,” she nodded at Clare. “But you also have a gift, little raven. And you will take my place in what is to come.”

“What?” Allie felt the blood rush out of her head.

“No way!” Clare took a half-step in front of Allie. “You want to mystically pick on somebody, you can pick on me. Leave Al out of this.”

“Between the two of you, you are the traveller, but she is the summoner.” Mallora turned to Allie, her expression fierce. “A caller. As you are the traveller’s beacon, so can you be a beacon to the scathach. They will be needed. I have seen this. I first learned to call the raven warriors in this place. Long ago, when Llassar brought me here to learn the magic of its guardians. But this journey has exhausted me and my power has waned. I cannot call the scathach in my present state, and the time I would need to recover is a luxury we will not be afforded. The scathach that were with me when I met the Morholt—the ones even now defending this ship and us— are all that are left. And their magic is dwindling, if not their fighting skills …”

“I’m going to say that’s not necessarily a bad thing,” Clare said warily.

“It will be. If the Romans bring war to this fresh land.”

“Whose fault is that?” Clare muttered.

Allie frowned. She might not have Clare’s bias against the Romans, but she’d seen the covetous light blazing from Paulinus’s eyes when he gazed upon the unspoiled shores they’d sailed past earlier. Wherever they were, it was a place that had clearly escaped Rome’s radar.

Until we led them right to it.

A place that was green and lush … and ripe for plunder and conquest.

“Uh, okay,” Allie said. “So … how do we make sure that doesn’t happen? War, I mean.”

“You,” Mallora said to Clare, “already know your strengths. Your power.” She plucked the inky cloak of raven feathers off the peg where it hung and, walking back around the desk, dropped it over Allie’s shoulders. It settled there, heavy but comfortable. “And you will soon know yours.” She moved back to the little desk and rested her fingers on the emergency tin that held Morholt’s diary. “Together, you are a force to be reckoned with.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Clare shrugged.

Allie nervously plucked at the hem of the cloak and saw that it wasn’t made entirely of feathers. Rather, layers of black cloth were shredded into points to look like feathers, with actual ones sewn overtop in places. It made the whole thing flow and sweep and would have made the badass-est Halloween costume ever. Allie silently revelled in the way it felt hanging from her shoulders. But she was also terrified—right down to her black socks tucked inside her black boots—by what wearing it meant.

“I have no idea what it is you’re asking me to do. You know that, right?”

Mallora just looked at her. “You will.”

Allie was about to protest when Mallora’s head snapped up and she turned toward the tent flap. Then her features settled into a satisfied, knowing smile. “So. It is time to put a stop to this petty brawling. Our hosts have arrived to welcome us.”

“HOSTS?” CLARE MUTTERED as they were led from the tent by the same two super-scary scathach that had poked and prodded them there in the first place. “Why is cryptic-speak such a big thing in the first century? Seriously!”

Al just shrugged and continued to sweep her gaze from side to side like the beam of a searchlight programmed to seek out Marcus-based life forms.

The fighting had dwindled to a standoff. The two ships were still locked together like teenagers in a high school slow-song dance, starboard and port—at least, that’s what Clare thought they were called. They ground against each other with each wave that swept beneath the boats on its way to crash against the foreboding red cliffs that loomed up out of the sea under rolling green hills. The island from the picture. The place where Clare had told Milo to meet them in three days’ time.

In the distance, across the shimmering blue waves, Clare could make out the contours of the other islands. She also saw that Stuart Morholt had somehow wound up on the Roman-controlled vessel. And now he was yelling his fool head off, screaming something about “diplomatic immunity” and “Geneva Convention.” Junius the legionnaire had also made it back onto the Roman ship. He stood hunched near the rail with a ratty grey blanket around his shoulders, soaking wet and looking thoroughly uncomfortable in his saturated soldier gear. He stared across the gap between the two ships, watching the girls as they trailed behind the Druid priestess, his expression rather less murderous than usual. He seemed more … bemused than anything.

The grappling hooks and ropes lashing the two vessels together strained and groaned with tension. They weren’t the only tense things. The press-ganged sailors of Mallora’s commandeered ship cowered in bunches in the stern as the scathach stood ranged along the bow rails, weapons in hand. Pools of blood and a handful of Roman soldiers lay scattered across the deck. But the fighting had stopped. Clare and Al exchanged a confused glance, wondering what had happened to interrupt the hostilities.

As they approached the bow, a knot of scathach suddenly parted to let Marcus through. He rushed toward them—well, rushed toward Al, really. Clare stood by as he wrapped her in another crushing embrace and asked her if she was okay, was she hurt, did he need to have words with Mallora, should he kill Paulinus, and so on. Finally Clare tapped him on the shoulder. And kept tapping.

“Yo, Muscles,” she said when he finally noticed her. “What’s going on? Why aren’t you guys still fighting?”

“We have visitors,” he said tersely.

Clare glanced around but could see only soldiers, sailors, and scathach. The late-afternoon sunlight washed the verdant contours of the island in beams of pale golden light, making the green grass and the red and purple cliffs sparkle like mounds of precious gems. A little chunk of paradise in the middle of a sapphire-blue sea.

Clare nervously checked her watch, having synchronized it, super-spy style, with Piper’s own timepiece before they’d left the shop. A little over twelve hours, in Clare-Allie Standard Time—or CAST, as she decided to acronymize it—had passed since she and Allie had shimmered away from Glastonbury Tor. It would be the same for Milo and Piper, wherever they were. Clare wondered where that was.

On the way here, she thought. Have a little faith. This is Milo you’re talking about.

Truthfully, there was little doubt in Clare’s mind that Milo would get himself and Piper to the rendezvous on time. But could the same be said for her and Allie? Near the island and on the island weren’t the same thing.

“Close” only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades, she thought. So Paulinus is going to have to stand down and back the hell off. And soon.

“Marcus,” Al said, “what did you mean by ‘visitors’?”

He turned to answer her, but just then it became obvious what he’d meant. A miniature shooting star suddenly arced over the bow of the Roman governor’s ship, landing with a thwacking twang in front of his hobnail-sandalled feet.

A flaming arrow.

Clare and Al ran to the railing to see where it had come from. Riding so low in the water it was invisible until they looked straight down was another small ship. Well, more like a large boat—a rudimentary version of what Clare had always imagined Viking longships to look like. A mast stood, its sail reefed, in the centre of the craft, which was wide and low, with broadly curving sides and a rising prow and stern. A dozen men with hand-held drums crouched aft and another twenty or so figures, cloaked and hooded, stood in rows amidship. And they were surrounded by other, smaller boats. Lots of them. Each little vessel wasn’t much larger than a two-person kayak, only it sported small square sails fore and mid with a few cloaked and hooded figures standing in each, all utterly still. One of the hooded figures in the lead longship held a short, powerful-looking bow in one hand. The drums had stilled and the only sound was the lapping of waves against the sides of the boats.

It was eerie.

Clare wondered who in the world these guys were and where they’d come from. She still didn’t have the foggiest clue where they were, but she had the uneasy feeling that they’d trespassed into occupied territory.

Over on the Roman ship, soldiers and sailors alike rushed to stamp out the roiling, oily fire that was spreading rapidly across the deck. The smoke that billowed around them was thick and dark and smelled remarkably like turpentine—the archer must have soaked the missile in some kind of potent accelerant before setting it ablaze. The ship’s planking resembled a particularly hearty grease fire Clare had accidentally started once in her Home Arts class at school. Paulinus ignored it and stalked to the bow to look down on his attacker.

“What is this intrusion?” he shouted angrily. “Who are you? This is a matter that does not concern you. Go on your way!”

Clare wasn’t surprised at his offhand dismissal. After all, here was a guy who made a living invading far-flung lands and stomping out whoever happened to have been there first. She glanced over at Mallora, who gazed down on the longship with a serene, knowing look on her face. Clare wondered what the Druidess knew that the rest of them didn’t. Then a voice called out from the longship and the answer hit her like a bolt from the blue.

“You will cease this conflict!” the voice demanded. “Now. Or you will suffer wrath.”

The voice was soft, strong, and carried out across the water. It was also female, and spoke in a language that Clare understood. A voice she’d never expected to hear again.

It was clear that Paulinus had no idea what the voice had said, and that he’d decided to remain annoyed. Until Marcus Donatus—linguist that he was—called out the Latin translation.

In a flash Paulinus went from annoyed to incredulous. He laughed and shouted down, “Who are you to tell the might of Rome what to do?”

The woman pushed back the deep cowl of her hood and the ocean breeze lifted her long blond hair away from her face. Her blue eyes flashed. “I am Comorra, daughter of Boudicca. And you, Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, owe me a deep debt of blood.”

“Holy crap!” Al clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Yeah,” Clare whispered. “What are the odds?”

Comorra’s fierce blue gaze remained focused on the governor where he stood at the bow of his ship, but Clare saw the figure standing next to Comorra turn sharply in her direction.

Even without seeing his face, she knew who it was.

Connal.

“Dude,” Al whispered. “One of those Nazgul is staring at you …”

“What?”

“Nazgul. You know, Ring Wraiths.” She nodded to the cloaked figure. “That one standing beside Comorra looks like the dude who stabbed Frodo on Weathertop. And I think he’s staring at you.”

“You’re speaking in High Geek, aren’t you?” Clare murmured, not taking her eyes off the two figures in the boat.

“Yes.” Al nodded. “I do that when I’m terrified.”

Clare felt herself grinning. “I don’t think we have anything to be afraid of, pal. Not anymore.”

“You don’t?”

“Watch …”

When Marcus translated Comorra’s words, the Roman governor’s face had gone ashen beneath his tan. Even from that distance Clare could see the muscles on the sides of his neck working convulsively as he swallowed and cleared his throat.

“You take after your mother, I see,” he called out in a harsh voice. “And your heart is brave. But foolish. I don’t know what you and your people are doing out in these waters, but you are a paltry few. I could order my ship’s captain to simply drive your little boats beneath our prow and sink you to the bottom of the sea.”

“You could, but you won’t.” Comorra shrugged. “You will instead release our friends. Or you will burn.”

Again, Marcus translated.

As he fell silent, the multitude of cloaked figures in the low-lying boats all bent double, as if bowing in unison, and then straightened again—with arrows nocked in bows. Flaming arrows. Dozens and dozens of the fiery missiles, and they were all aimed directly at a big square flammable target, the sail of Paulinus’s very wooden ship.

Clare couldn’t help loosing a triumphant little whoop.

The last time she’d been in a situation like this—and it was either comical or depressing that she could frame things in such a way, but there you go—it had been the Romans who set fire to their arrows. Connal and Comorra had obviously learned a trick or two from their enemies and had equipped their boats with braziers to ignite their arrows.

What Clare couldn’t fathom, though, was how they’d known, as Comorra had said, that they had “friends” on board. Gnarly Druid powers might have something to do with that. Whatever the case, with the scathach on the ship and the fire-wielding Iceni in their boats, Paulinus was pretty much backed into a corner. If it had just been the scathach, he probably would have kept on fighting. He had superior numbers. And he wanted the gold in the hold of Mallora’s ship. Badly. But he wasn’t going to get it if his superior numbers were mostly on a ship that was going up in flames. Ribbons of black smoke drifted through the still air, wreathing the impromptu flotilla in funereal garlands.

“A truce,” he said.

“My terms are thus,” Comorra replied, Marcus translating almost instantaneously as she spoke. “Release the other ship. Along with any other Celts aboard transported as slaves. You may have the sailors from both vessels along with any of your soldiers who’ve survived. You will not set foot on this island, on pain of all your deaths, swift and sure.”

As she gestured to the hump of land behind them Clare fervently hoped that last part didn’t hold true for the Celts as well as the Romans.

“You may replenish your fresh-water supplies at the other islands close by,” Comorra continued. “The springs are not hard to find. And there are sea beasts to hunt and plentiful fish. Within two days’ sailing in every direction are mainland shores where you may make camp. Go in peace and with luck you may survive. Stay, and you will perish. I promise you that.”

As Marcus finished his translation, Clare saw the governor’s fist clench on his swagger stick. But then Paulinus turned and nodded tersely to Junius, who double-time marshalled the dozen or so Celts in chains up from the hold onto the deck and across the gangplank onto Mallora’s vessel. In return, Mallora told her scathach to help back to Paulinus’s vessel any Romans still aboard—there were several, most of them wounded— along with the sailors she’d press-ganged into sailing her ship when they’d first captured it. The exchange was swift and accomplished almost wordlessly. The large vessel now felt practically deserted.

The only legionnaire left on Mallora’s ship was Marcus.

Suetonius Paulinus turned to glare expectantly at him.

Marcus shook his head. “I will not join you.”

“That’s mutiny, legionnaire.”

“I don’t consider it so. My loyalty and service to the Legion ended when Quintus Phoenius Postumus died. At your hand.” He inclined his head. “Sir.”

Paulinus stood rigid for a moment and then shrugged a shoulder. Whatever else he was, the man was a pragmatist. The most he could do was save face.

“Suit yourself,” he said with airy dismissal. “I’ll even let you keep those two meddlesome girls as company. That one”—he pointed with his swagger stick across the gap at Clare—“was starting to get on my nerves.”

Clare flipped him an impolite gesture that probably wouldn’t translate. Judging from his expression, Paulinus guessed her meaning all the same.

Morholt, still on the Roman ship—not having been invited on board Mallora’s vessel—began to sputter and fume. “What about the gold?” he squawked in awkward Latin that swiftly devolved into ranty English. “You can’t possibly be thinking of leaving it with them, you Roman dolt! You can’t! I need that booty to fix my Bentley! That’s my retirement fund! I won’t have—”

At the flick of Paulinus’s wrist, Junius stepped up behind Morholt and thumped him soundly over the head with the butt of his sword. Morholt’s eyes rolled up and he slumped to the deck, out cold. Clare thought it was lucky for him that Junius hadn’t thrown him overboard.

“Cut the ropes,” Paulinus ordered his men.

“Wait!” Comorra shouted from below, a tense edge to her voice.

The governor slowly turned back, a calculating gleam in his eye. He waited for Marcus to translate the single word.

“Yes?” he asked politely. “Was there something else?”

“The smith,” Comorra said. “You have a blacksmith on your ship.”

“Have I?” Paulinus did a pretty good job of keeping a poker face.

“I want him, too.”

“Surely one man isn’t worth the slaves and gold I’ve just given up,” Paulinus argued genially. “Or is he? Perhaps I’ll let you think about that and we might renegotiate at another time. For now, I am done with this bartering. Cut the ropes!”

“No!” Comorra shouted.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you want him,” Paulinus said coldly. “Therefore he must be of great value to you. And if I keep him here with me, I reckon there’s far less chance you’ll set fire to my ship the minute you get what you want.” He turned to Junius again. “Cut the damned ropes. Release their vessel.”

Mallora had gone rigid, her hands white-knuckled on the ship’s rail. But she kept silent, avoiding, Clare figured, either undermining Comorra’s authority or reinforcing Paulinus’s suspicions.

The Roman governor turned his back on Comorra, but then paused and spun back around. “I will not leave. Not yet. We will moor on the far side of those cliffs.” He pointed to the soaring purple rock formations just to the north. “I will not break peace whilst I ponder my next actions, and I expect you won’t either. Not if you want your metalworker back, and with all his clever fingers still attached. We both know my ship cannot return the way it came without supplies, or even with them. But do not make the mistake of thinking we are in any way diminished. We are Rome. We are the essence of strength and survival. And the survival of your friend depends on you remembering that.”
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As the governor’s ship grew smaller in the distance, Mallora ordered the landing skiffs lowered into the water on the port side. (At least, Clare thought it was the port side. Why didn’t sailors just call things “left” and “right” like every other normal human on the planet?) With impressive efficiency, Mallora had the slave chains struck from the group of silent, stoic Celts. They, in turn, hauled the Druiddyn treasure up out of the hold and lowered it into one of the larger rowboats to be taken to the island.

Clare, Al, and Marcus followed in another boat.

“They’re pretty freaked out that Llassar is still prisoner,” Clare murmured as the wiry Celt who guided the little craft pulled easily at the oars.

“I know.” Al tugged Mallora’s feathered cloak closer around her shoulders. “I’m not sure I get it. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s a really nice guy and totally worth rescuing, but Mallora looked like she was about to blow a gasket. She doesn’t strike me as the type to care deeply about others. She didn’t even bat an eye when Junius clocked Morholt. And he’s … y’know. Her baby d—”

“Don’t!” Clare clapped her hands over her ears. “Don’t say it.”

“Those two seem to have something of a … complicated relationship,” Marcus said, his lip quirking upward in a bemused grimace. “Her connection to Llassar is much simpler, I think. He’s clearly important to her. To all the Celts, I’ve noticed. They treat him with such respect that Paulinus would have had to be obtuse not to have seen it. And it makes sense if you think about it. The ancients revered their smiths almost as gods. Men who knew the secrets to taking lumps of rock and transforming them into metal, fashioning weapons and tools and precious things? It was like a kind of magic. Only, with your guy Llassar, it sounds as though he’s taken that one step further.”

“At least one,” Clare said. “More like one thousand. Llassar’s the real deal. And he’s something more than even your average magical Druid smith. He and Connal both.”

“Who’s Connal?”

Clare gave Marcus a potted summary of her earlier encounter with the young Druid prince. That she managed to do so without an inordinate amount of stammering and blushing spoke of newfound depths of self-control.

“Llassar’s the one who taught Connal blood magic,” she concluded. “Just as he taught Boudicca and, I’m guessing, Mallora.”

“And you’re sure that was Connal in the longboat with Comorra?” Al asked.

Clare nodded and said dryly, “Pretty sure.”

The thought of seeing Connal again had awoken a strange, sparkly-winged butterfly in the pit of her stomach. Which was unexpected and kind of disconcerting. He had, after all, tried to violently oust Milo’s soul from his body so that he could take over and be with Clare forever. Sure, it had been in a fit of madness prompted by the death and destruction of all he held dear, but seriously. Even now Clare could almost feel Milo’s Connal-possessed lips on hers and the searing heat of his kiss.

Aaaand … so much for my newfound depths of self-control.

She shook her head and reached over the side of the launch to splash icy-cold seawater on her suddenly burning cheeks. Sometimes it was hard to remember that that Connal didn’t actually exist in this timeline. Because Clare had gone back and fixed things. She’d found the handsome fiery prince in time to help him save the beautiful fiery princess, and together he and Comorra had ridden off into, Clare had always assumed, a picturesque fiery sunset together. How on earth they’d wound up on this strange island in the middle of nowhere, Clare had no idea.

She was about to find out.

The flat bottom of the landing skiff grated along the narrow strip of beach beneath the island’s cliff face. Just beyond an outcropping was a series of cave mouths, camouflaged by the rocks’ striations and contours. A steep pathway, little more than hand- and footholds carved in the stone, led to the top of the bluffs. The beach showed evidence of occupation, but not, Clare thought, permanent habitation. This was, she figured, a sort of base camp.

Al stepped out of the boat with the help of Marcus’s steadying hands and Clare scrambled out after her, silently cursing her own lack of manly-man support. Her legs felt like overcooked spaghetti after all that time on the high seas. The sudden appearance of Connal running down the beach to wrap her in a rib-cracking embrace didn’t help matters.

“Clarinet!” he exclaimed into her hair. “Well met, my dear friend!”

Well, there’s your manly-man support. Hoo boy ….

When he set her back down on her feet she was gasping for air, and probably flushed and bulgy-eyed, too. Al’s snort of amusement pretty much confirmed it. Clare looked up into Connal’s face, at once so familiar and so unexpected, reacquainting herself with his green eyes and windblown auburn hair and chiselled features. She realized, after a long moment, that she was staring and had yet to return his greeting.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Hi! Hey, I mean. Um. Hello …”

He grinned, obviously enjoying her discombobulation.

“Connal … wow. Um. Long time no see! Literally. Y’know. The ‘time’ thing …”

You’re an idiot. A babbling idiot.

“So … um …” She winced inwardly. “How’ve you been?”

“Well. Free. Alive …” His grin turned into that slow, inscrutable smile of his. “I have you to thank for that, Clarinet. We both do.” He turned to glance over his shoulder at where Comorra was directing the unloading of the skiff carrying the treasure. The bags of loot disappeared one by one into a narrow cave opening—barely more than a fissure in the stone.

“Oh, hey. No biggie.” Clare kicked at the beach sand with one toe.

The handsome Druid put a hand up to gently touch her face. Only for a moment, though. “Welcome to Ynysoedd Bendigedig,” he said and grinned in a way that had always flipped Clare’s stomach. Then he turned to extend the greeting to Al and Marcus. “Welcome, all of you.”

Clare’s brain somersaulted through the mystic linguistics to translate “Ynysoedd Bendigedig” as “the Blessed Isles,” but it still didn’t do a whole lot to clarify things. “And that would be where, exactly?”

Connal shrugged. “West. The Druiddyn have been travelling to this place for a very long time. The most accomplished, the highest ranking among the Druiddyn, would come here to learn certain magics from the guardians of this place. Others made the journey when they were ready to leave the world of men.”

“Ooh,” Al breathed. “It’s like the elves in Lord of the Rings, going into the West …”

Connal shook his head. “I don’t know what that means.”

Clare shot Al a look.

“Sorry.” Al grimaced. “Switching Geek Mode to ‘silent.’”

“I understood,” Marcus murmured.

“Yeah?” Clare raised an eyebrow at him. “You probably speak elf.”

“Elvish,” Marcus corrected. “And yes. I do.”

“Wow. Seriously.”

“What? I was easily bored as a child. I read a lot of Tolkien. He invented a language. I learned it.”

Al gazed at him as if he were some kind of demigod descending from Mount Nerd.

“Elvish has left the building,” Clare muttered.

“Hey!”Al admonished. “No punning, remember?”

Clare turned back to Connal, who’d been standing patiently by. “Sorry,” she said. “Go on, Connal. You were saying? This place …?”

“It is sacred. A place of power. Of magic and ritual. Like Ynys Wyddryn back home.”

“Right.” Clare nodded. Ynys Wyddryn. Glastonbury Tor. Not necessarily a comforting thought, considering everything she and Al had experienced on that hill.

“When Comorra and I fled into the west after the Roman decimation of the Iceni, we sought out the High Druidess Mallora, herself displaced after the siege of Mona. We tried to convince her to come with us into the mountains to seek refuge with my tribe, the Dyfnient. She told us to go even farther west, and taught me how. Mallora had been brought here by Llassar the Druid smith when she was younger, and knew this place could be a haven for us. The Romans, she said, would not leave our land any time soon.”

“She had a valid point.”

He looked at Clare with those ridiculously green eyes and she saw the shadow of a memory floating behind them. “You had once told me something similar,” he said. “We gathered as many of the Iceni and Dyfnient as would come with us, and borrowed—stole, really—a longboat from some northern traders. Mallora taught me how to use blood magic to open a path across the water, and along with as many of the small boats we could muster and as many of our folk as would sail in them, we came here.”

He paused, glancing over his shoulder to where Mallora was stepping carefully out of a boat onto the beach. The Druidess looked on the verge of collapse, Clare thought. She wondered at the sheer willpower it had taken to conjure the mystical conduits that had brought the boats this far.

Connal must have known how Mallora felt. “We will talk further,” he said and then hurried up the beach to offer his arm to Comorra’s aunt.

Al cast an appraising eye in his wake. “You did not exaggerate the hotness factor,” she murmured.

By the time the sun was close to setting, arrangements had been decided on and the refugee Celts had seamlessly melded with the island’s Iceni, making themselves comfortable in the small caverns that dotted the cliff face all along the beach. Mallora had requested the solitude of one of the remoter caves so that she could rest and recover. Connal told Clare that it had taken weeks for him to regain his physical strength after the crossing. And that his magical strength still hadn’t fully returned.

Mallora’s wild women were the only ones allowed to accompany her. The other Celts seemed fine with that arrangement, and Clare had a sneaking suspicion that the scathach made everyone uncomfortable, even the people Mallora had called upon them to protect.

Clare, Al, and Marcus would share the cave that Connal and Comorra had claimed for shelter. Clare decided it was a pretty sweet setup, actually. She’d been on camping trips in Algonquin Park back home with modern equipment and amenities that had seemed far more like roughing it. They sat around a cheery little fire on thick-woven throws and shared a meal. It consisted of toasted flatcakes made from a sort of soft grain and stuffed with some kind of mouthwatering seafood—Clare figured it was lobster meat, or maybe crab— nested on beds of fresh field greens with cold, clear water from a spring pool at the back of their cave that had a slightly coppery tang.

After they’d eaten, Clare got down to catching Connal and Comorra up on everything that had transpired, giving Al and Marcus a chance to sneak away and get caught up on each other. Some of what Clare told her Iceni pals didn’t really translate—she gave up trying to explain that Marcus, for example, was also from the “diztan-fee-you-chur” (as Connal had once called the “distant future”), but from a different era. The extreme passage of time was still a concept the Celtic mindset didn’t quite seem to bend to. But Connal and Comorra understood immediately what it was that Clare and her friends were trying to do.

Like Obi Wan Kenobi, Connal had sensed that there was, as Clare put it (in geek speak; the company she kept was so totally rubbing off on her those days), a Disturbance in the Force. It was why he and Comorra had gathered their people and sailed to the island in the first place.

Connal arranged another couple of twigs on the little fire from a carefully stacked bundle. “We have made a home on the mainland to the south, with our folk and some of the people already there. They don’t come to this island. Only the others do—and from a place far beyond this.”

“The others?”

“The ones the Druiddyn come to learn from. The ones that taught Mallora how to summon the scathach.”

“Oh.” Clare frowned. “So … scary people.”

Comorra grinned. “Don’t worry, Clare. Like the scathach, they appear only when called upon. If you don’t call them, they don’t come.”

Well, Clare supposed, that was reassuring. Still …

Others.

Clare glanced nervously toward the mouth of the cave. It was almost dark and Al and Marcus had yet to return from their beachy stroll, no doubt happily making out somewhere, but Connal’s talk of “others” struck a chord of worry in her guts. She looked at her watch.

Five more minutes and I’m calling it, she thought. Then she grinned to herself, hoping Al was having fun getting reacquainted with the Legion of Soldier Boy and his Mighty Thews.

AWKWARD MUCH, MCALLISTER? Allie groaned inwardly to herself as she scuffed alongside Marcus down the sandy beach. They were walking silently, neither knowing what to say now that they were alone and with no dire peril to add that spark of urgency.

Now we’re just a couple of kids on what kind of amounts to a first (century) date.

On the plus side, the scenery was romantic as hell. Off to their right, the sea was a shade of purple so deep you could have named a sixties rock band after it. The sun was slowly setting behind the island’s cliffs and the clouds that had moved in overhead reflected its last blaze of glory in swaths of hectic crimson, marigold, and electric pink. Allie and Marcus walked barefoot in the cool sand at the water’s lapping edge, not quite holding hands.

Thank god I don’t get sweaty palms, Allie thought, a bit panicky at the prospect. Wait. Do I? She casually folded her fingers up, checking for clamminess. Nope … just dry mouth, hyperventilation, and head rushes.

Since the moment they’d decided to come back for Marcus, Allie had wondered what she’d say once they were face to face again. Because, really? Ninety percent of everything that had transpired between them from the moment they’d met had been snark. Maybe what he’d said were just heat-of-themoment things (the heat mostly provided by flaming projectiles). Maybe he really had had second thoughts about coming with her when they’d shimmered. Maybe that was why he wasn’t saying anything. Or doing anything.

He’s frowning. That’s something …

As the silence stretched out between them, she began to wonder—kiss on the boat notwithstanding—if he’d really expected her to come back. If he’d even wanted her to. She didn’t know what to think of his silence. Didn’t know what to say …

“I brought batteries,” she blurted.

“Sorry?” His frown deepened as he glanced her way.

“For your player. Thingie. Walkman.”

He smiled down at her, a bit perplexed. “Thank you. That was very thoughtful.” The smokiness of his slight Scottish burr made the soles of Allie’s feet tingle. “But … if you came back to bring me with you into the future—or, I should say, the present … why would I need them?”

Good question.

“Um. I … I wasn’t sure you’d want to come back.” She looked out to sea, not wanting to read it in his eyes if she was right.”

“You don’t want me to?”

“What?” Her head snapped back around. “No! I mean—yes! I mean …”

The look on Marcus’s face was like a heavy door slamming shut, blocking out all the light and air.

“Right,” he said. “Okay, I get it.”

“Get what?”

Allie stopped short, utterly flustered. Suddenly he was Legionnaire Marcus Donatus again, just as he’d been when she first met him. Hard, cold … closed off as surely as if the protective armour he wore was wrapped around not just the person, but the personality.

What did I say wrong?

“Look. Allie.” He turned his gaze toward the ocean as the muscles of his jaw bunched with tension. “I heard what your friend Clare was telling those Iceni back there. About the torc and how the two of you have come to return it to its proper place in the timeline. I get that’s why you’re here. It’s your priority. For all I know, you didn’t even mean to see me again on this trip and, look, that’s okay. Like I said, I get it. You don’t owe me anything, and if you don’t want me to return with you all you had to do was say so. I don’t need pity and I can take care of myself here just fine. I know I’m … I’m obsolete tech to a girl like you so you don’t have to pretend. Go do what you came here with your friend to do and—”

“You’re what I came here to do!” Allie exclaimed. “And that totally came out wrong!”

Again with the blushing! Damn it!

Yet her slip of the tongue (as it were—gah! Stop it, McAllister!) seemed to have knocked the wheels right off Marcus’s argumentative wagon. He stammered something unintelligible and then turned to stalk away from her down to the waterline, fists clenched at his sides. Then he half turned and spoke over his shoulder, as if he couldn’t bring himself to look at her.

“Seriously. Why are you here, Allie? And please. No humouring me.”

“How can I humour a guy who has absolutely no sense thereof? I just told you. You thought I wouldn’t come back for you? You think I’m some kind of … of … what? Era snob? ‘Obsolete tech’—where on earth did you even get such a stupid idea, you stubborn … arrogant …”

“Morholt. Actually.”

“What?” Allie stopped mid-tirade and blinked at him. “What does he have to do with this?”

“Nothing.” Marcus sighed and shook his head. “Except for taunting me for days on the ship with the thought that the minute you’d gotten back home you forgot all about me.”

Allie crossed her arms in front of her. “And you believed him.”

“No … yes. A bit.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“Pretty much.” He walked back over to her and held out a tentative hand, as if he was afraid she wouldn’t take it. “Do you remember when I told you that … that you’re the kind of girl I never would have dared dream of asking out when I was at Cambridge?”

“And I think I told you you had the wrong idea about me. Extremely.”

Allie’s cheeks surged with fevered heat again. Her arms unknotted and one hand drifted upward of its own accord. Marcus took it in his sword-calloused palm and held it tightly.

“I didn’t,” he said. “I don’t. And I wanted to go back with you so badly that … when it didn’t happen … it felt like something inside of me ripped in half and left a hole behind. Like I was half-stuck in that … shimmering. Whatever you call it.”

“I call it the ‘zot.’ Never mind. Go on.”

“Well … I was just … it hurt. Being left behind again. And then Stuart started flapping his gums and— I know, it was stupid of me to listen to him. And I tried not to. But …”

“Yeah. It’s okay.” She smiled at him. “I get it. The dude’s insidious.”

“Exactly.” Marcus nodded, but his gaze was still troubled. “And then I started to think … was I deluding myself to imagine I could even have a life in the twenty-first century?”

“Hey.” Allie shrugged. “If Quintus Postumus can do it, so can you. Believe me, you’ll be fine. I’ll be there to help you be fine. We all will.”

“I won’t even have a place to live.”

“You could stay with my cousin Milo. He has an extra room at his place.” The last thing she wanted was for Marcus to start dwelling on logistical hurdles. “Or you could stay with Clare’s aunt Maggie—don’t glower! I know you’re still pissed at her but it really wasn’t her fault and she has a whole townhouse and major guilt about leaving you stuck in the past—and I’m pretty sure you could get some kind of a job or internship or something at the museum with her help. Or at the university. Milo knows a guy who could totally fake any credentials you’d need. And I’ll be there with you until the end of summer, and then it’s only a couple of months till Christmas break and I can totally bribe my mom to let me take another trip and you could get all reacclimatized and stuff and then, after final year, I’ll come back to Britain—I’m pretty sure Clare’s gonna do the same thing, because you know she and Milo are like whoo! now—or you could come to Canada if you wanted and … then … we can … um. You know. Hang out.”

She stared up at him as the faint traces of a smile began to lift the corners of Marcus’s mouth. One straight, dark eyebrow arched upward.

“Hang out?”

“Go to movies and stuff and … um.” Allie’s blush went supernova.

Marcus looked down at her with a glint in his eye. “Date?”

“Pff.” Allie waved a hand spasmodically. “No. Yes. Only if you wanted t—”

Mercifully, he kissed her.

All the weirdness and uncertainty and nervous energy suddenly melted away and Allie reached up and circled her arms around Marcus’s neck. He was still wearing his Legion gear, but she was starting to get used to that, and even the creaking and the scent of leather were delicious to her senses. Almost as delicious as the sensation of his arms wrapping around her and her feet leaving the ground when he lifted her up as if he would fly away with her like characters in some classical myth.

The sun had set completely by the time he let her go and the last lingering light was fading to deep purple. Between the gathering clouds, a handful of stars managed to spy down on the couple as they turned and headed back to the cave they would share that night with Clare and her Iceni friends. Marcus put an arm around Allie’s shoulders when she shivered in the gathering chill.

“So …” he said. “I’m not obsolete?”

She elbowed him and grinned. “You’re charmingly retro. And not at all hipster.”

“Hip …”

“Never mind.” She laughed. “It’s all good. You’re all good. Great. Fantastic, really …”

He kissed her again, and they continued on. Allie gazed up at the dark, sheer cliff face on their right.

“Where do you figure we are?”

Marcus shrugged. “I think somewhere off the east coast of North America.”

“What? That’s crazy talk!” Allie said. And yet the farther they’d journeyed west, she’d had the same nagging suspicion.

“Best guess?” Marcus looked up at a massed bank of towering thunderheads moving in from the south to fill the darkening sky. A wash of pale lightning illuminated the ocean horizon for a brief moment, too far away for them to hear the thunder. “Could be somewhere off the coast of New England, but I think it’s more likely that, judging by the landmass we passed earlier, we’re probably somewhere in the Gulf of St. Lawrence.”

“I’m back in Canada?” Allie blinked. “Neat!” In the next breath she murmured, “I hope Milo has a valid passport …”

Marcus glanced at her sideways, but Allie decided not to burden him with logistical worries. Again. She just shook her head, glancing at the neatly arranged boats their Celtic welcome party had dragged up the shingle and stowed in the lee of the cliffs at the far end of the beach.

“I wonder how the Druiddyn found their way over here in the first place,” she mused. “I mean, sure. Whip up a little blood magic and you can conjure some magical mystery time-bendy funtubes, but before that somebody would have had to just plain old sail here. In, like, one of those.” She pointed at one of the boats on the beach.

Marcus shrugged. “It’s not as far-fetched as you might think. When I was at Cambridge, I remember having to translate a Latin text—an account of the voyage of Saint Brendan to the Blessed Isles. Some think the story is based on earlier Welsh tales of transatlantic voyages. I think this kind of thing happened far more often than historians know.”

Wow. First-century Celts in the Maritimes. My history teacher would look at me like I had two heads if I even suggested such a thing.

But there they were, elegant, proud people moving about the island in pairs or groups, some singing quietly, others conversing in their liquid flowy language, all drifting away, as night fell, to the series of caves that ranged along the shore.

A scattering of perfect circles appeared up and down the beach. Al blinked in surprise, then realized what they were when a raindrop the size of a grape landed with a splat right in her eye. Marcus grabbed her hand and said “Come on!” They scrambled back to their cave as the clouds’ dark underbellies split open and poured forth the most furious rainstorm Allie had ever encountered.

Inside the cave, the small, nearly smokeless fire burned brightly.

Marcus looked down at her, panting a bit. “You’re soaked.”

She grinned and pushed the dripping hair from her face. “So are you.”

“Yeah, yeah …” Clare appeared out of the cavern shadows. “You’ll have to get out of those wet clothes. And enough with the smouldering glances, you’re steaming up the place.”

Allie gave Clare a side-eye glance and retrieved a tank top and a pair of leggings that were rolled up tight and stashed in her messenger bag. Having required a change of clothes once in the past, she’d come prepared. With the help of a battery-powered flashlight she commandeered the little back alcove as a change room.

After trying to make her hair do something remotely stylish, she gave up and just pulled it back off her face with an elastic. Marcus, with his full-service legionnaire carryall, had already changed into a fresh linen tunic. Meanwhile Clare had fished the Korg 70,000 BC walkie talkies out of Allie’s bag and, by the light of the fire, was fitting the batteries into the housings. She handed one to Allie.

“Put that back in your bag and keep it with you at all times,” Clare said.

“Okay. Why?”

“You were gone a long time,” she explained. “I was worried. I assumed you’d been devoured by a bear. If you’d had this with you, I could have radioed for confirmation.”

“I wasn’t devoured by a bear.”

“Uh-huh.” Clare leaned in close and squinted at Allie’s face.

“What?”

“Devoured by something …” She tapped Allie’s chin with one finger, whispering, “Got a little stubble burn going on there, champ.”

Allie snorted and slapped her hand away, willing herself not to blush again. She slung her messenger bag over her head and paused, a faint frown shadowing her brow. “You know …” She dug out the vial of blood Clare had given her to carry and held it up. “By that logic, if we do get separated— not that we will—then you should probably keep this with you. You’re the one who has the Boudicca blood link already established.”

“Ew …” Clare grimaced. But that was as far as her argument went. With the very tips of two fingers, she plucked the glass tube from Allie’s grasp. And then shoved the thing way out of sight, into the very deepest corner of her bag.

THE RAIN OUTSIDE came down in waterfall sheets, curtaining the mouth of the cave, but the cheery little fire and richly woven rugs and furs that Comorra had spread out made it seem as if they were at a rustic ski lodge. The Iceni princess and her handsome Druid had gone to visit Mallora and had yet to return. Clare figured the deluge meant they’d keep Comorra’s aunt company throughout the night. But with a decent supply of fuel for the fire, and Marcus having already proven himself overly competent with sharp objects, Clare wasn’t all that worried.

In fact, she even started to relax a bit and enjoy the adventure. But when Al told her Marcus’s theory about their whereabouts, she tensed right up again.

“What?!” she squawked, sitting bolt upright. “But … but …”

But what? Think about it. It makes sense.

She thought about it. And it did. But just on principle, she put up a decent show of disbelief. After that the trio resigned themselves to having somehow wound up on the wrong side of the ocean. Clare even made up another canvas sign:

You’re not going to believe this, but …
Look for us ACROSS THE POND!
(er—not sure where, exactly …)

As she wrote it, she remembered how Milo had joked with her that, in his eagerness to see her again after the summer ended, he might just make it to North America before she did.

Ha, she thought. Got ya beat.

But not by much, she hoped. As a sudden wave of longing swept over her she was struck by how much she missed Milo. She popped the cap of the Sharpie back off and, in the bottom corner of the scrap of canvas, drew a little heart and wrote the initials CR + MM inside. Then stoically ignored Al’s snickering as she posed with the message for another picture.

“Right. So … where’s the Snettisham Torc now?” Clare asked, tucking the camera back into her bag. “’Cause … that’s kind of the temporal lynchpin to this whole caper.”

“Paulinus has it.” Marcus’s lip lifted in an expression of distaste. “It’s the one piece he wouldn’t let into the treasure bags destined for the emperor. For, I suppose, obvious reasons.”

“Huh …” Clare frowned, reaching for a handful of roasted pinenuts from a little woven bowl Comorra had left out. “Well. We’re just gonna have to get that back from him so we can return it to Snettisham.”

“Not just the torc,” Al said. “I’ve been thinking about another bit of history that’s going to get all twisty if we don’t do something about Paulinus himself. And his band of not-so-merry men. I mean, I’m pretty sure there’s more to him historically than just vanishing off the face of the map.”

“Ha!” Marcus threw back his head and barked a laugh. “I know exactly what happened to him. Good job, ladies! You got that rotten sod fired from his cushy job!”

“What?” Clare said.

Marcus nodded. “I just remembered something I’d read in one of the histories before I wound up stuck back here … Suetonius Paulinus was relieved of his duties as governor of Britain sometime not long after his defeat of Boudicca.”

“Wait,” Al said. “That hasn’t happened yet. The relieving of duty, I mean.”

“No, it hasn’t. If I remember correctly, his removal was suspected to be politically motivated. Which is hardly surprising—I don’t think he’s the type to make deep, lasting friendships.”

“No kidding,” Clare muttered. “Guy has all the charm of a honey badger.”

“Right. And someone in Rome decided to get rid of him. But—and here’s the interesting part—the histories said that the excuse the emperor gave was that Paulinus had lost some ships.”

“Oooh …” Clare sat back, thinking about the implications. “So we don’t just have to get the torc back to Jolly Really Olde, we have to get him back, too.”

“Sans ships.” Al was frowning faintly.

“Right. Or we risk messing up the timeline anyway.”

“Right.”

Clare sighed in frustration. “And then there’s Llassar, too, to think about. He’s still got the coin—the one he turned into the shimmer trigger—and that’s supposed to wind up in the hole in the ground in Snettisham, too. Along with the torc and the rest of that hoard.”

Al nodded. “Yup.”

“And here’s what’s giving me the biggest brain cramp of all,” Clare said. “The coin was found in Snettisham, along with the torc—stuck in its coils in fact. But we found it at Glastonbury. I mean, the pompous grad students found it there, but still. How the hell, y’know?”

Al chewed on her bottom lip. “I have a theory,” she said after a moment. “The Grad Squad found the coin after Morholt got trapped in the past with the torc but before we decided to come back and set things right. I think … for those few weeks … everything was up in the air. The torc has been roaming free.”

“Like a kind of … temporal wild card?” Clare asked.

“Exactly!”

“I see where you’re going with this,” Marcus said, excitement in his voice.

He was gazing at Al with something approaching adoration, and Clare probably would have giggled if she thought it wouldn’t break Al’s train of thought. As it was, Al’s train wasn’t about to be derailed.

“I’ve been thinking about this a lot,” she said. “And I figure it this way. As much as it pains me to admit it, I was wrong before with my closed-loop temporal theory. The timeline isn’t just a circle. It’s more like … a spiral. Every time we circle back around to the same place, it isn’t quite the same. See, the Snettisham coin wasn’t ever supposed to wind up in the Glastonbury find. Not after the moment here, in this past, when we freed Llassar from imprisonment and you told him to go back to Norfolk and bury the coin with the torc.”

“But … we haven’t done any of that.”

“No, but we will!” Marcus exclaimed. “Somehow. Allie’s right. She’s a genius.”

“Pff. No …” Al looked like she was trying not to blush. “Anyway, I think that’s how it’s supposed to happen. And if you could somehow go back to the moment when the grad students found the coin hoard on this go-around, after you do that I’d bet modern-day money that the coin—the Snettisham coin—wouldn’t be there. Because it no longer needs to be.”

“I hope you’re right,” Clare said, feeling a time-thinky migraine coming on.

“I am.” Al’s eyes gleamed in the darkness as she leaned in and let Clare in on a little secret she’d been keeping to herself—probably for the sake of Clare’s peace of mind. “In all the years I’ve known my cousin—and that is all his life— Milo has never worn an earring. Until you.” She glanced at the mouth of the cave where the rain still fell in torrents. “And him. Connal.”

Clare thought about sitting beside the Druid prince as they ate dinner, noticing how the firelight glinted off the tiny gold hoop in his ear. She frowned. “But … that would mean …”

“Yeah. Don’t think about that one too hard,” Al said. “You already look like you’re getting a headache.”

“I am.” Clare sighed. “Al … Did we break the universe?”

“No!” Al shook her head adamantly. “For one thing, the earring looks good on Milo. It suits him. And he suits you.”

“And if you hadn’t done what you did, I never would have met Allie,” Marcus said with a grin. “So I, at least, am damned glad of your meddling, Clare.”

“So … we’re … fixing the universe?” Clare asked hopefully.

“With chewing gum and a paperclip, yeah, maybe.” Al laughed. “But I think it’ll all be okay now.”

“That’s if we get home again.”

“You’ll get home, Clare,” Al said. “You’ll get all of us home. Even his worship Governor Paulinus and his pals.”

“Except I have no idea how I’m going to do that.” Clare sighed, wondering how on earth she’d braid all the fraying time strands back together again, especially when both Mallora and Connal were magic-depleted.

“On this end of the timeline, Connal might not be firing on all cylinders,” Al mused, “but on the other, you have a certain super-brain mapmaker who already has a mystical link to that Druid prince and who, because of that link, managed to tear open the fabric of the continuum once already. And? We have the blood of good old barking-mad Boudicca in a vial, and so does Milo, and that has to be useful for something, right?”

Clare hesitated.

“She’s got a point, Clare,” Marcus said, a ring of certainty in his voice. “You seem to have all the instruments. You just need to step up to the podium and conduct the orchestra.”

Her musician parents would appreciate the analogy, Clare thought.

So she smiled, nodded, and didn’t bother pointing out that she had a tin ear.
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It was infuriating.

The time it was taking Dan’s stupid program to unscramble the photos from Clare’s camera’s memory chip wasn’t normal. It had chugged away for the entire flight. By the time they’d gotten to Heathrow they had less than two hours to wait before their flight to Toronto. Once there, they’d changed planes and flown to Halifax, where they’d wait until the next day for the puddle-jumper flight to the little island. Now Milo and Piper had checked into their Halifax hotel for the evening, and he still had only one more photo to show for his troubles.

And it’s not as if it tells me anything I didn’t already bloody know!

Only that, travelling by way of first-century Roman galley, Clare and Allie had somehow already arrived at their mutual destination. Entry Island. Suppressing another surge of frustration, Milo sighed and flipped to that picture again. It was a shot of Clare, still looking slightly wind-mussed but otherwise hale and hearty—and ridiculously pretty, Milo thought longingly—sitting in a cave beside a stoic-looking Marcus Donatus and holding a sign:

You’re not going to believe this, but …
Look for us ACROSS THE POND!
(er—not sure where, exactly …)

“Well … at least we know we’re on the right track,” Milo murmured.

“Yes,” Piper agreed in a bored tone. “We do. For the millionth time. Would you please put that thing away for a nanosecond? You’re driving me around the twist!”

“Sorry?” Milo looked up at where Piper sat across from him in the little lobby lounge/restaurant, the sandwiches on their table going mostly untouched.

“You’re getting a bit OCD about your girlfriend’s holiday snaps is all,” Piper said. “Doesn’t that machine go ping when it’s accomplished something? Like unscrambling another shot?”

Milo fiddled with the cursor pad for another moment. “Yes.”

“Well then. Watched pot and all that, right?”

It was possible she had a point. Milo sighed and, making sure the audio notification was turned on and the volume up, he reached for the screen and pulled it closed. In truth, he hadn’t really been lingering on the image because it offered proof positive that not only had Clare and Allie accomplished stage one of Operation Roman Holiday, they’d successfully made contact with Allie’s favourite legionnaire. And made it safely onto the right island. He’d never really doubted that. No … it had a good deal more to do with the tiny heart drawn on the corner of the canvas with CR + MM written inside.

Ever since his first (ill-advised and blue-painted) rescue mission, he’d had a growing, nagging feeling that he and Clare had been on the verge of a really big … something.

Fight. It’s called a “fight,”you idiot.

I prefer the term “disagreement.”

Prefer away. It’s still a fight. 

Milo had never fought with a girl before. He’d never even been in a situation where such a thing would have been … a thing. He could count on one hand the number of girls he’d gone out with for more than just coffee or a movie. He’d just been too busy with work and school. And no one had ever measured up to Clarinet Reid in his mind.

That’s your mind. What about hers? the voice in his head had nagged at him. What if she’d changed her mind? Clare, he was sure, had barely spared him a thought in all the long years he’d been besotted with his cousin’s best friend. She hadn’t had any reason to. And now? What if she felt differently about him? What if she didn’t? After all, she’d be going home at the end of the summer.

Yeah? And you’ve waited this long for her.

I’d wait forever. And ever.

Let’s hope you’re not left waiting for never.

Shut up.

“So … we make a pretty good team, right?”

Milo looked up again, startled out of his reverie by the sound of Piper’s voice. He kept almost forgetting she was sitting there. “Sorry?”

“You and me,” she said with a casual shrug. “Like at that Dan guy’s place. Back in London. We were like … I dunno. TV detective partners or something.”

“Oh … uh, yeah. I guess we do,” Milo said. “Like … uh …”

“Holmes and Watson?”

Milo smiled and nodded. “Sure. Or the Doctor and a companion.”

Piper grinned and finally reached for her sandwich.

It was only when they got back to their rooms that the ping sounded loudly from inside Milo’s messenger bag. Milo strode past Piper, slung the bag on her bed, pulled out his laptop, and flipped open its lid.

Piper peered over his shoulder and he heard her gasp as the next picture in the digital queue began to resolve into a coherent image. Then the next, and the next …

“What the hell …?” Piper murmured.

Most of the shots were unfocused and motion-blurred. But in one, whoever was shooting—Milo assumed it was Clare— had managed to capture the scene with crystal clarity: Allie, unconscious, her head lolling back, wrapped in the muscle-corded, deeply tanned arms of a shirtless young man with long dark hair and sharply defined features. His eyes glowed the way an animal’s do in photographs. The effect was startling. His teeth were bared in a frightening grimace and they looked sharper—and longer—than a normal person’s teeth. He wore a long loincloth draped around his hips and a wide belt of yellow animal fur fastened with an intricate pattern of knotted leather cords and coloured beads.

Milo zoomed in on the background. Silhouetted against a blurred, silvery curtain of rain and framed by the arching mouth of a cave were cougars—three enormous, powerfully muscled hunting cats crouching there, fangs bared, snarling, ready to spring.

Piper reached over his shoulder and drew her fingertips across the track pad, zooming in on the face of the boy cradling Allie in his arms and snarling at the camera. “Who … what is that?”

“I don’t know.”

“It doesn’t look human,” Piper said in a strained voice.

“No. It doesn’t. And it has Allie.”

“What the hell is happening on that island?”

“I don’t know,” Milo said grimly. “But I get the feeling that on Entry Island, Druid blood magic might not be the only supernatural kid on the block.”

CLARE COULDN’T SLEEP.

Even though it was deep night, probably closer to morning even, she was still tossing and turning beneath the thickly woven woollen blanket. In the gloom of the cave she kept imagining that the shadows the fire cast on the rock walls weren’t shadows. Her eyelids were lead-heavy and kept drifting closed, but then a noise—the rumble of thunder from the storm that had rolled in after sundown, the crash of a wave on the beach beyond the cave mouth—would jolt her back out of a downward spiral toward slumber. On the other side of the fire Al was sawing logs with gusto. She’d drifted off to sleep with the strap of her messenger bag slung across her torso, arms wrapped around the thing as if it was a teddy bear. She still wore the voluminous raven cloak Mallora had given her, which she seemed to be taking quite a shine to. Marcus—in a fit of adorable chivalry—had positioned himself near the mouth of the cave, an obstacle to any wayward local fauna seeking shelter from the storm. His breathing was deep and regular. The spring pool at the back of the cave made an occasional burble and the fire cracked and popped.

At long last, Clare managed to drift off.

When she jolted awake again the fire had burned so low it was barely embers. The shadows had more substance now, and drifting white smoke seemed to hover in the still air. Clare wasn’t sure what had awakened her. For a second she couldn’t even remember where she was. But then she knew. A noise.

Noises …

The sounds in the darkness were enough to make her blood run cold. Hissing and growling and the low, guttural huffing of animals breathing. Mingled with that were voices, speaking in a language Clare didn’t recognize—not Iceni, not English, but something else entirely. Her own breath had stopped in her throat and she froze, holding herself as still as she could. When she cracked open one eye, the dying fire was just able to illuminate the hunched shapes moving about the cave.

The air was faintly perfumed with a sickly sweetness that seemed to crawl up Clare’s nose and tug at her eyelids. It made her want to pull the blanket over her head and sink back down into oblivion. Then suddenly Al screamed—a blood-curdling cry in the darkness—and Clare heard Marcus startle awake with a shouted curse. The interior of the cave devolved into chaos in moments.

Clare couldn’t think, couldn’t move …

She heard Marcus howling for Al and the scrape of steel as he drew his sword, but in the dark he was stumbling and clumsy, bashing into walls and falling over himself as he swung wildly at the shadowy shapes. Clare, too, was rubberlimbed and out of control as she tried to untangle herself from her bedding and stand up. It felt as though she was tumbling through a dream—a nightmare—except that each time she fell to her knees on the hard rock floor the pain was shockingly real. Then she remembered the cloying scent that had drifted through the cave in a weird narcotic haze.

They must have thrown something on the fire.

They who?

The shadow shapes.

In the confusion, Clare did the only thing her foggy brain could think to do. She reached for her bag and hauled out her camera, groped in the darkness to find the On button, and fired off a string of shots in the direction of the intruders, hoping to scare them off with the brightness of the flash and managing to momentarily blind herself in the process. When her vision cleared she saw Marcus, a look of pure, feral battle rage on his face, swinging his sword in a downward arc that drew a swath of bright blood from the muscle-bunched shoulder of a dark-haired man—no, Clare’s brain groggily corrected her, that’s not a man, that’s a freaking bear—who grunted in pain and then blurred like smoke, disappearing through the cave mouth and out into the storm, Marcus in hot pursuit.

Clare staggered to her feet and lurched forward, still firing off camera flashes, but one of the shadow shapes turned and snarled, a beastly throaty sound that stopped her in her tracks. Clare locked eyes with whatever it was in the darkness, and then the thing leaped. She saw a flash of claws and teeth—and then a sudden arcing swath of flames. Someone was swinging a burning tree branch and roaring a full-throated challenge.

And that someone, Clare realized in the light of another flash, was Stuart Morholt.

Where on earth did he come from?!

Wild-eyed and wilder-haired, his torn-up jumpsuit hanging loosely off him, Morholt swung for the head of another shadowy figure—a figure that was carrying Al—but it ducked with inhuman speed, leaped past Morholt, and disappeared into the night, followed by the others. In a moment they were all gone and, save for the crackling of Morholt’s flaming branch, the cave was silent again. By the time Clare managed to stagger outside to join Marcus, all she could see was … nothing. Rain and darkness.

“Al!” Clare screamed. “Al!”

Al didn’t respond. Or couldn’t.

Clare took a step toward the path leading up the cliff face, but a fork of lightning, blinding bright, stabbed down into the ocean waves not thirty yards from where they stood. The thunder, immediate and bone-jarring, felt like someone had fired off a cannon. She glanced at Marcus, then together they ran back to the shelter of the cave before they’d be flash-fried by the island’s storm gods.

Clare sank to the ground beside the fire pit, shedding rainwater in a puddle all around her. She felt fuzzy-brained and sluggish and jittery all at once, as if she’d pulled an all-nighter and overcompensated with too much caffeine. Marcus seemed to be feeling the same way, only worse. Since he’d been sleeping closest to the fire, he was affected the most by whatever the intruders had thrown on the flames that had produced the narcotic haze of smoke. But that didn’t matter— once he’d regained his faculties, he was apoplectic.

Marcus blamed himself, cursing his idiocy and pacing back and forth at the cave mouth, just beyond the deluge going on outside. Having shrugged into the shirt of ringmail armour that was part of his gear, he shimmied and clinked like a can full of pennies.

One step outside into the storm wearing that and ZOT! Clare thought.

Strike after strike of lightning lit up the sky, magnesium-flare bright, illuminating the anguished frustration on Marcus’s face.

“Oh relax, will you?” Morholt drawled, the first words he’d spoken since appearing out of nowhere to save Clare’s bacon. “You’d be a human lightning rod out there in all that metal.”

Marcus fingered the edge of his ringmail sleeve as if about to throw it off and run out into the storm clad only in his linen tunic.

“I wouldn’t do that either,” Morholt warned, pointing to a set of long parallel gouges—claw marks—in the hard-packed dirt at the mouth of the cave. “In case it escaped your notice, we’re not the only species on this lump of rock, and without all that tin you’re nothing more than a tasty snack.”

“Allie’s out there somewhere,” Marcus snarled.

“And most likely quite safe,” Morholt said. “I doubt whoever took her did it to harm her. They could have done that right here. They want her for something. Which means that, for the time being at least, she’s probably scared and uncomfortable but otherwise fine. Take it from a seasoned kidnapper.” He shot a sideways glare at Clare, who managed to glare back. “I know whereof I speak.”

Clare looked back at Marcus and gave him a helpless shrug. Morholt had been kind of a crappy kidnapper, truth be told, but she knew he had a point. At least, she sure as hell hoped he did.

“He’s right, Mark. We’ll never find Al in this weather at night. We’d only get ourselves lost, and, right now we have to stick together so that when the time comes we can help her.”

“Sit tight,” Morholt added. “Wait out the storm. Cultivate patience. That’s what I’ve done,” he muttered darkly, “and it had better bloody pay off soon.”

Marcus turned to glare out at the blackness as if he could bring the dawn through sheer force of will. Clare turned to Morholt where he’d hunkered down in front of the fire, burning bright and smokeless once more.

“What are you doing here?” she asked abruptly.

Morholt raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought that was obvious. I was trying to save your little friend’s bumperbashing hide. That would earn me a reprieve from your wretched sarcasm, I should think.”

Clare decided he had a point. “Deal. How did you get here?”

Morholt paused to wring out the sleeves of his jumpsuit, which, Clare realized, was sopping wet with more than just rainwater. In fact, Morholt smelled rather potently of seaweed. “I should have thought that was rather obvious as well,” he said, sniffing his sleeve in distaste.

“But … you were on Paulinus’s ship,” she said. “Unconscious. I thought he would have thrown you in the hold. Kept you prisoner like Llassar.”

“I’m sure he would have,” Morholt said in the patronizing tone usually reserved for small children with annoying questions. “If I hadn’t escaped. You see, unlike most of those Romans all strapped tight inside their fancy, not particularly buoyant armour, I happen to be a fairly proficient swimmer. I played possum, bided my time until they were otherwise occupied … and then took a long walk off a short boat, if you get my meaning. I’d like to say the swim was invigorating, but it was just bloody damned cold.” He stood and turned, presenting his backside to the fire’s warmth. “When I finally reached the beach, I spotted that nefarious-looking bunch heading toward this cave and reckoned I’d follow to see what they were about. Logic dictated that if mischief was afoot, you ridiculous girls would be in the thick of it. I was right. Of course.”

Clare was silent for a long moment. “You saved me. I find that …”

“Awkward?” Morholt snorted in grim amusement.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. I mean that sincerely. I have a reputation to uphold.” He sighed contentedly as the fire’s heat drew wisps of steam from his sodden suit.

In her mind Clare started to question what she’d seen, and whether it made her a full-on lunatic.

I mean, seriously. An attack bear?

Then she wondered if, in her mad point-and-shoot efforts, she’d actually captured any images. She turned on the digital screen and scrolled through the pictures in view mode. Most were garbage shots, but then came a perfectly clear, frozenin-time image of Al wrapped in the arms of a snarling, dark-haired young man with uncanny glowing eyes and sharp teeth. Long, pointy, really sharp-looking teeth. And a pair of cougars crouched and ready to spring close behind him.

“Cougars,” Clare murmured in disbelief. “What. The. Hell.”

Marcus left his sentry post at the mouth of the cave and stalked over to see what she was looking at. He took the camera from her hands and peered at the picture for a long moment.

“Look,” he said finally, pointing at the screen. “The belt he’s wearing. It looks like it’s made from the same kind of fur as those cats behind him.”

“Ew!” Clare exclaimed in disgust. “The dude skins his pets for accessories?”

“No …” Marcus said, his tone ominous. “I don’t think those are pets, Clare. I think they’re peers.”

Clare frowned at him in confusion. “What?”

Marcus scrolled back to a previous shot and handed it to Clare. At first she had a hard time making out what it was she was looking at. The picture seemed to be some kind of digital double exposure. It looked as if the guy was occupying the same space as … another cougar.

“Skraeling …” Marcus murmured, looking at the picture over her shoulder.

“Skray what?”

“There are accounts of Viking voyages to the New World that talk of the Norse tangling with indigenous inhabitants called ‘skraeling.’ For years academics have debated what the word means. Some think that since ‘skral’ in Icelandic meant ‘scrawny,’ these people were small in stature. But they managed to drive Eric the Red and his folk back to Greenland with the savagery of their attacks. Now, ‘skrá’ in Old Norse means ‘skin.’ I think the people the Vikings encountered were the same as these guys. And I think these guys … are skinwalkers.”

Clare blinked.

“Werewolves. Only not necessarily wolves. The belt he’s wearing is probably a talisman of some kind. The skin of the animal they wear is likely the kind of animal they can transform into. Like a totemic spirit.”

“Werecougars?” she gaped at him. “You think Al was taken by werecougars? And … and … a werebear?”

“Look at the picture, Clare.”

He thrust the camera at her again. Now that she knew what she was looking at, she couldn’t argue. Marcus was right. Al had been kidnapped by mythical animals and Clare, being something of an impossibility herself, couldn’t find it in her heart to even try and deny it.

She turned off her camera and, as if in a dream, got up and held her cold hands out to the fire. Good old-fashioned non-magical fire. The warmth and light gave her a small measure of comfort, but it couldn’t quite drive away the dread that had seeped into her bones at the thought of Allie held captive by … by skraeling. A small fluttering panic told her she had to do something. But there was nothing to do but wait. Wait until morning and a chance to find Al in daylight.

And rescue her from the monsters.
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The storm raged, the night stretched out, and Al failed to reappear. Forcing herself to do nothing, to wait, to be patient, was the hardest thing Clare had ever done. Marcus had stopped pacing and simply stood frozen and facing into the darkness. He looked to Clare like one of the classical marble statues in her aunt’s museum back in London. In the silence broken only by the crackling of the flames, Clare felt Morholt staring at her.

“Why didn’t you just run once you’d escaped?” she asked. “Why come find me and Al? I have a tough time buying that it’s because you felt the need to rescue us.”

“I felt the need to rescue myself,” he corrected her. “And, as much as it pains me to say it, I need you two.” Beneath the tangle of Morholt’s overgrown beard, his mouth’s sour twist stretched into a mirthless grin. “Then again … you need me even more.”

“Do not.”

“Do too.”

“What are you, twelve?”

“Takes one to know one.”

“That’s it. I’m done.”

Clare made a move to stand and walk away, but then Morholt started to laugh, a low chuckle in the back of his throat that, strangely enough, made him sound completely sane. Clare turned and peered at him in the firelight.

“What?” she asked warily.

“You’re not done with me, Clarinet Reid. Because you’re not done with this.” He reached into a cargo pouch on the outside of a pant leg and drew forth a painfully familiar object. The gleaming gold neck ring that Clare knew as the Great Snettisham Torc. Nowhere near Snettisham, as they’d all suspected, and in the hands of her irritating nemesis.

“An uneasy alliance,” he said, still chuckling. “Don’t you think?”

“Where did you get that?” Marcus demanded. “Paulinus kept it locked in a chest in the captain’s tent.”

“Yes … well. They were a bit occupied getting all the injured legionnaires settled back on their ship. I came to face down on the deck beside the tent, and since no one was paying me much attention, I crawled under the canvas wall, picked the rather primitive lock on that box—Master Thief and all, helloo—and helped myself.” Morholt grinned like a kid at a birthday party.

Clare played it poker face, biting the inside of her cheek so as not to betray her turmoil. “Okay,” she said, “so you’ve got the torc. Whoop-dee-do. What do I care?”

“What do you care about the one thing that is the horrible, beautiful, awe-inspiring key to all of this?” He circled his finger in the air.

Clare remained silent and cheek-bitey.

“I know you better than that, Miss Reid,” he continued. “Better than you think. And I know your aunt Magda. Between the two of you, and with the help of your nerdy little pals, I reckoned there’d be just enough brainpower to deduce that the torc must wind up back in the hole where it belongs. Back in Snettisham.”

Clare blinked. So Stu had figured it out, too. Imagine that.

“And here I thought you were opposed to that notion,” she said. “On account of wanting to hang on to the thing yourself.”

“The torc does send out a siren song.” Morholt shrugged and put it back in his pocket, looking over at Marcus where he stood glaring. “But having seen just how much booty young Marky-Marcus had stashed away in those bags, I decided I could quite content myself with marginally inferior pieces. Especially if it meant the world as I knew—and rather liked— it would still exist when I got back. And I’ll still be rich. So there.” He turned his gaze back to Clare. “I deserve some form of recompense for your letting go of the torc and stranding me here in the first place.”

“I only let go of it in the first place because you bit me!” Clare exclaimed.

“I only bit you because you wouldn’t let go!” Morholt exclaimed right back. “I was trying to stop the blasted shimmering. How was I to know I’d get stuck back here in this godawful time?”

Clare felt a wave of guilt wash over her. For weeks, ever since the days of the first Shenanigans, a nagging voice would pipe up every so often—usually when she was trying to fall asleep—and wonder about those moments. The strange seconds in the museum when Clare and Morholt had both grasped the torc and the temporal gateway had opened. The voice would ask her if she’d really, really had to let go in that moment. Or had she, as the voice suspected, actually stranded another human being—as reprehensible and awful and borderline downright nasty a human being as he was—two thousand years in the past with a pretty good chance of not surviving.

He did the same thing to Marcus, remember? she told the little voice.

Sure. But Clare hadn’t known that at the time. And even if she had? What difference did that make?

Do you actually want to be the same kind of person as Stuart Morholt?

Gah! No!

Was that really what she was in danger of becoming? Clare took a long look at the man. Half his face was painted in deep shadow, the other half lit with a sullen orange glow. She could see his first-century memories twisting and moving in the depths of his gaze. Whatever his experiences had been, however much they’d put hairline cracks (or maybe gaping chasms) in his sanity, he’d made it through. Whatever impetus had driven him—base survival, arrogance, desperation, or a sheer bloody-minded desire to find a way back to the present (and possibly a driving need to exact revenge on her and Al)— he’d survived.

Just as Mark O’Donnell had. And it had changed Morholt. Revealed hidden strengths that he probably didn’t know he had. Clare had to give him that. She’d been stuck in the past for only a matter of hours at most. Al? A few days. Morholt had been there a lot longer. Long enough to, well, grow that beard, for one thing. But also long enough to formulate his whole crazy plan with the diary and the Druid priestess relations. His plotting mind had devised ways for him to endure. But it wouldn’t have had to if Clare hadn’t stranded him there in the first place.

Morholt had been scratching so furiously at his beard— and at the matted hair sprouting like tangled kudzu from his head—that it looked like he might start to dig trenches in his face and scalp. Clare dug around in her bag for her makeup mirror before remembering she’d left it back in Goggles’s shop. She did manage to find a small comb in a side pocket, and handed it over. Morholt, looking as if he couldn’t remember what to do with such a thing, plucked a bit at his beard with it. Marcus rolled his eyes, rummaged through his Legion pack, and pulled out a tightly rolled leather bundle that he opened on the ground in front of Morholt. It contained a Legion-issue shaving kit, complete with bronze razor. Morholt’s suspicious glare slowly dissolved into an expression of watery gratitude.

“There’s a spring pool and some candle-like thingies near the back of the cave.” Clare hooked a thumb in that direction.

“Um. Well. Yes, thank you. Both of you …” Morholt mumbled as he plucked up the kit and a smouldering bit of kindling and shuffled off.

Clare dozed, Marcus paced, and Morholt finally returned.

Shorn of beard and with his hair combed free of twigs and dirt (and likely a nesting possum or two), he very nearly resembled the man Clare had first met when he’d held a (fake—hey! How was she to know?) gun to her head. To her great surprise, Clare realized that she’d actually kind of missed that guy. At least it looked as if some of his sanity had returned. He went to return her comb but she held up a hand.

“Er … keep it,” she said.

He shrugged and then sank down by the fire.

“Storm’s lifting,” Marcus said, an edge of anticipation in his voice.

Clare walked over to stand beside him. The rain curtain was definitely letting up; morning might not be too far off. When two shadowy shapes suddenly loomed up before them, Clare yelped and Marcus took a step in front of her, his sword appearing in his hand as if by magic.

“Whoa!” She lunged and grabbed his arm as he lifted the weapon. “Friendlies!”

Marcus pulled the blade back and Connal and Comorra, shrouded in hooded cloaks, stepped out of the rain, their wraithlike outlines suddenly solid. Comorra threw her cloak back over her shoulders and greeted Clare with a warm hug. Connal pushed back his own hood and wiped the rain from his face.

“It is a night for beasts,” he said, “not men.”

When Clare made a distressed bleat, he frowned and put a hand on her shoulder.

“What?” he said. His glance flicked from her to Marcus to Morholt—eyes narrowing at the sight—and then through the rest of the cave, where Al clearly wasn’t. He glanced back down at Clare. “What has happened?”

She blurted out the details—insofar as she could make sense of them—of the “beasts, not men” attack and Al’s abduction. But judging from their shared glances, Connal and Comorra didn’t seem exactly bowled over with shock.

Marcus stepped up beside Clare and, his hand tightening on his sword hilt, spoke directly to Connal. “If you know where Allie is,” he said evenly, “you’re going to take me there. Now.”

Connal was unfazed by the implied threat.

“I do not know where the others have taken your friend,” he said calmly, locking eyes with the young man dressed in the uniform of his people’s enemy. “I know only that they are still on this island.”

“Why?” Clare asked. “Because the storm won’t let them leave?”

Connal shook his head. “Because they don’t leave,” he said. “This is where they exist, when they are in this world.”

Clare and Marcus exchanged a perplexed glance. “But … I thought you told me no one lives on this island.”

“I did not say they live here,” Connal clarified unhelpfully. “I said they exist here.”

Clare blinked at him. Then she remembered what Comorra had told her about the “others,”and the penny dropped.

“Don’t worry, Clare,” she’d said. “Like the scathach, they appear only when called upon. If you don’t call them, they don’t come.”

Well, it seemed someone had called them. The others. The skraeling.

“Tell me about these skinwalkers again,” she said to Marcus. “What can they do, exactly?”

“According to legend,” he said grimly, “they could take the shape of any animal they wanted. All they needed was something from the animal. A tooth, a claw, pelt … feathers …”

“Wait.” Clare held up a hand. “Feathers?”

Marcus’s lips disappeared in a thin line. “Mallora’s cloak. It probably marks Al as kindred.”

“She knew.” Clare swore under her breath. “Mallora knew something like this would happen …”

Marcus told them about the enormous ravens that had perched on the cargo ship when he’d transferred the gold aboard. How they’d been scathach warriors in the guise of birds of prey. Clare suddenly remembered what Morholt had told Al about the Druidess—and what Mallora herself had said about her gifts of prophecy. She’d seen danger approaching and had thrown Al right into its path. A place where she hoped Al could muster some manifestation of the scathach.

“That’s what she wants Al to summon?” Marcus asked. “Air support? For what purpose?”

“Let’s go find out,” Clare muttered grimly.

She turned and stalked out of the cave, ignoring Connal’s call for her to wait.

Marcus was hot on her heels as Clare made her way up the beach toward the cave where the Druid priestess and her scathach bunked. When Clare ducked inside, she saw Mallora sitting cross-legged inside a circle drawn in the sand of the cave floor, her eyes open and staring at nothing in the firelit gloom. The scathach crouched on their haunches in a loose semicircle behind her, heads tilted, black eyes glittering as they watched Clare approach. They shifted and shuffled like a nervous flock, as if readying to spring to their mistress’s defence should the need arise. It didn’t. As angry as Clare was, she just wanted answers.

A long, tense moment passed and then Clare heard the hiss of metal as Marcus unsheathed his sword behind her. Mallora’s eyes flicked in his direction. Clare put a hand up and shot Marcus a warning glare before turning back to the Druidess.

“Why?” she asked without preamble.

Mallora’s eyes drifted closed and then slowly opened again, focusing on Clare’s face. “I have … seen this …” she said, her voice slurry.

“Yeah.” Clare’s voice was sharp. “That’s what you said on the boat. I hadn’t known you were talking about Al’s abduction, or I would have expressed just how uncool I am with that.”

“What the hell is going on?” Marcus asked, his voice a low growl.

Clare didn’t take her eyes off the Druidess and her warrior women. “The skraeling. Comorra said they only come when they’re called. I’m guessing you’re the one who dialed them up.”

Mallora nodded groggily. “We will need them to keep this place safe—”

“You told us you couldn’t summon anymore!” Clare snapped. “That you were too weak from the journey. You lied.”

“I did not. I was. I am …” Mallora tried to stand but her legs crumpled beneath her and she sank back down. “Too drained of my own magic to call forth the guardians on my own. Only a handful heard my cry.”

“Yeah?” Clare crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, your handful was enough to successfully abscond with my best friend. And if she is in any way hurt—”

“That is what I was trying to avoid. I realized it would be asking too much … of her … Allie …” Mallora’s head drooped and her voice dipped to a raw whisper as her eyes rolled back in her head. “I thought I could work the magic. But it was too soon to make the attempt. I should have waited. They will have need of her now because of me,” she said. “To call more guardians to this place. You will have need of her. That, I now know, is the truth of what I saw.”

“What are they?” Marcus asked quietly.

“Ancient,” Mallora said, reverence in her voice. “Like the scathach. Since the beginning of time, they have used the magic of bird and beast to protect these lands.”

Magic of bird and beast, Clare thought. Marcus was right. Those guys were freaking werewolves. Werebears. Werecats …

Behind her, Marcus stirred restlessly and Clare saw the firelight reflect off the edge of his blade as it shifted. But even chock full of righteous Al-saving fury, he was still outnumbered by the scathach. And getting himself dismembered by spectral warrioresses was hardly a viable way to find Al.

“So. You saw this coming. Did you see how it turns out?”

Mallora shook her head. “Not yet. But she is safe. That I know. They will not harm her. They need her.”

Clare turned to leave, but stopped. “If you’re wrong about this … I’ll be back.”

“And I will be here. I can hardly be elsewhere now,” Mallora said. And then her eyes rolled back in her head and she crumpled sideways in a faint.

Well, that’s worrying, Clare thought as half the scathach surrounded their mistress and the other half silently, menacingly escorted Clare and Marcus from the cave. Although perhaps less worrying than it would have been if Clare hadn’t known that Mallora would, ultimately, be fine. Fine enough to become the start-up matriarch of a long line of Piper Gimble’s ancestors, at least.

Knowing something of how the future unfolded did have its perks.

Back in their own cave, Marcus ignored Connal and Comorra and began rifling through his gear, pulling various items out of the satchel and setting them down. One looked like a small rectangular box, carefully wrapped in cloth. By the light of the fire, Clare caught a glimpse of bright yellow plastic and her heart caught in her throat. Marcus’s Walkman. The one Al had told her about. The one he’d used to play music for her when they’d danced on top of Glastonbury Tor.

“Hey,” she said gently. “Al’s tough and she’s smart. She’ll be okay.”

“I know she will.” There was a dangerous gleam in his eyes. “She has to be.”

Well, Clare thought, can’t argue with that logic.

She saw his fingers close on the cassette player’s angular shape for a moment. Then he kept digging around in the pack, eventually finding what he was looking for. After re-stowing his stuff, he settled down with a whetstone and went about methodically sharpening his weapons’ already razor-keen blades.

Clare left him to it and turned to her Iceni friends. Connal was heading to the alcove at the back of the cave, saying he had to prepare for something that Mallora, with her seer’s ability, had instructed him to do. Something that in Clare’s brain translated as “the scrying.” Which meant it didn’t translate at all. Also? Under the circumstances, Clare was particularly wary of anything Mallora had “seen.”

With Marcus’s rhythmic, hissing ring of stone grinding against steel echoing through the cave, Clare drew Comorra aside.

“Hey, Comorra? Whatever happens, however this whole crazy situation turns out in the end, I just wanted to say I’m really glad to see you again. And I’m really glad things ended up okay for you and Connal. I mean, I wish the reunion circumstances had been a bit less, y’know, Roman and all …”

Comorra grinned. “I could apply that sentiment to a great deal of my life, Clare.” She shook her head, her grin fading a little. “Truthfully, I always feared the Legions might one day find these lands. My people did. It’s not surprising they could as well.”

“Actually it is a little surprising,” Clare said. “Because, you see … they didn’t. Not according to history, anyway. The Romans are kind of archaeological litterbugs. They leave their hobnailed sandal prints all over everything. And nothing like that has ever been found. And if we’re successful, we can keep it that way.”

“I hope you’re right, Clare,” Comorra sighed. After a moment she shook her head and smiled, her blue eyes shining. “No. I know you’re right. Andrasta watches over you and guides you.”

I hope so, Clare thought, doing her best to return the smile. Me and Al both. We’re gonna need all the help we can get.

And more information wouldn’t hurt. At Clare’s urging, Comorra tried to describe what “scrying” was: a common form of magic, like looking into a crystal ball or gazing into a mirror à la Snow White’s nasty stepmom. Any reflective surface, it seemed, could be used to varying success, and within the ranks of the Druiddyn, it was most often a bowl full of still water. Apparently that was how Mallora had gleaned most of her insights into the future.

“She told us there is someone in your time,” Comorra said. “Someone who shares a connection with Connal.”

“Oh, uh, yeah.” Clare bit her lip. “Milo. He’s …” She wasn’t sure how to explain. “Milo was part of the spell that sent me travelling the first time around,” she hedged. “Another part of that spell was your and Connal not remembering some of the things that happened while I was, er, travelling. Because for you those things never really happened. But the whole thing left a link between Connal and Milo. Does that make any sense at all?”

“It does for me,” Connal said, reappearing from the alcove, the bare skin of his chest and arms painted with the nowfamiliar fluid patterns of Druid symbols. A strange expression washed over his face and shadows moved in the depth of his forest-green gaze. “I … have dreams. Vivid ones—as if they were memories—of places I’ve never been. Things I’ve never done. Other things”—he glanced over at Comorra—“that never happened.” His gaze shifted to Clare. “And … feelings. Feelings I shouldn’t have.”

“Oh. Um.”

Clare knew exactly what Connal was talking about, even if he didn’t. In the timeline that existed for him now—the one that had continued forward after Clare’s … minor alterations— Comorra had never died. Connal hadn’t lost his mind because of that, and Clare hadn’t had to pull his spirit forward into the present, whereupon he would inhabit Milo’s consciousness/refuse to vacate those mental premises after Boudicca was vanquished/savagely and with crazy kissing declare passion-fevered intentions toward Clare/attempt to annihilate Milo from the inside.

Clare had already forgiven Connal for all that. There were mitigating circumstances after all, and anyway this Connal hadn’t done any of it. It was probably just the residual traces of that blood magic that had left the shadows of another reality in his mind. Clare watched those shadows chasing through his gaze, fighting the urge to wrap her arms around him in a comforting hug.

Yeah … that would be a bad idea. Even though it made her breath catch in her throat. But it wasn’t really about Connal, and besides, Comorra was standing right there, and—hello— Milo? Right. Even if Milo was somewhere in the future making googly eyes at Goggles and—

Oh would you stop?! He is not.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Connal’s voice jarred Clare from her momentary meltdown and for a second she thought he was talking about Milo and Piper. She shook her head, forcing herself to pay attention to what the handsome Druid prince was saying. His expression was clearing, and as the shadows disappeared from his gaze, Clare’s worries went with them.

“We are here,” he said. “Now. And Mallora was emphatic that we must contact Milo there. Then.”

Connal could reach out through time, he said, through scrying. But only if Milo was open to the attempt, and Connal didn’t know how they could ascertain that before making the attempt. Pushback from an unsuspecting Milo could be dangerous for both of them.

“Wait!” Clare said. “This scrying thing sounds kind of like a mystical Skype session, right? Okay, I think I have an idea.”

The two Iceni stared at her blankly as Clare furiously thought it through. All she had to do was somehow get a message to Milo that he should answer Connal’s “call” when it came through. Like texting someone who screened their calls to let them know to pick up. And Clare could do that via her digital camera. Couldn’t she? It was kind of a whacky idea—and she really wished Al was there to first endorse and then assist in said whackiness—but it was worth a shot, so to speak. With no Al around, Marcus and his inferior understanding of modern technology would have to stand in. Clare would have asked Morholt, but she didn’t trust him enough to hand over her precious digital camera.

Clare crouched down beside her pack and pulled out the camera, passing it to a bemused Marcus. Then she dug around for her Sharpie and another scrap of sailcloth she’d hastily cut from the ship’s stack. With hardly any cloth left, she had to be succinct in her instructions. Finally she looked up. Connal was standing beside the dark mirror of the cave’s spring pool. He would use the surface of the water as his scrying glass.

“I am ready,” he said when he saw Clare looking over at him.

“Oh. Uh. Yeah. Right …”

She was trying not to blush or stare too obviously at Connal’s bare, really very awfully nice chest. But then she thought of Milo—picturing him in a likewise shirtless and symbol-festooned state—and realized that all those drooly sorts of thoughts really were reserved for Milo, and Milo alone.

“Right,” she said again. “Ready. We’re ready. I sure hope he is …”

She sent out a silent mental apology to Milo for what she was about to inflict on him—again—two thousand-ish years in the future, and walked over to stand beside Connal with the scrap of canvas she’d prepared.

Her scrawl read:

Go look in the mirror. Now!

She frowned at it, and then added in parentheses:

(sorry! really sorry!)

The planes of Connal’s face were relaxed in the soft light from the torch Comorra held. Clare stepped beside him and held up the sign. On cue Marcus raised Clare’s camera to one eye, squinting through the tiny viewfinder window.

“No, no,” Clare said. “Use the display screen to frame the shot. It’s much easier.”

“Ah.” Marcus lowered the camera and frowned at the glowing image. He fiddled a bit with the buttons and then raised the camera in front of his face again, holding it further out this time.

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Clare asked. “Is the flash on? We have to make sure the patterns show up clearly—”

“Yes. It’s on. I’m doing everything you told me to. I’ll get the shot.”

“Okay … okay,” Clare said and turned to Connal. “This is probably going to be a little weird for you. There’ll be a bright flash—sort of like lightning—but don’t freak out, it’s harmless.”

“I trust you, Clarinet,” he said, looking at her with those deep green eyes.

Clare swallowed and nodded. And held up her sign. “Now, Marcus.”

To his credit, Connal didn’t freak out. Then again, he was a Druid prince and a fearless warrior who’d helped craft powerful blood curses. He’d been perfectly willing to participate in a ritual that would end with him both dead in a bog and mystically travelling the astral planes. On the specialeffects scale, he could handle something as low-rent as a camera flash.

His only reaction was to squeeze his eyes shut and rock back a step.

In the darkness that followed the magnesium flare, all was silent. Still. Collectively they held their breath as time seemed to spiral out from that one point in the universe.

Okay, Clare thought, so … now what?

Mallora had said they needed a conduit—a connection— between Milo and Connal, but Clare was a little foggy on how that would happen. The last time—when she’d carried the Druid prince’s spirit forward through time, housed in one of Llassar’s magical creations; a silver wrist cuff that, when Milo wore it, transferred Connal’s consciousness to Milo’s brain—it hadn’t been a connection so much as a hostile takeover.

And it wasn’t a situation Clare could duplicate this time around, even if she’d wanted to. So, really, a preliminary conversation between the two boys had seemed in order. But Clare wasn’t sure where Milo would be if/when he got her photo note (assuming he’d even been able to descramble the rest of the digital picture files), or whether he’d have access to a nice quiet bowl of water, or how she’d explain to him why he’d need one. But mirrors were plentiful in the twenty-first century, right? Okay then. So that’s what she’d written.

And now … what?

She and Marcus exchanged a glance. He seemed to be nearing the absolute rope-end of his patience when it came to postponing the Al hunt for the sake of Druid Shenanigans. But suddenly Connal grunted in pain and surprise and dropped like a stone to his hands and knees, leaning over the glassy surface of the pool.

Every muscle in his body was rigid with tension. And the face that stared up at him from the depths of the dark water … wasn’t his.

“Holy smoke!” Clare exclaimed. “Milo …?”

The image spread outward, clarifying and resolving.

It was Milo all right.

With Goggles the antiquarian’s arms wrapped around him in a tight embrace.
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Ever since the picture of Allie and the creatures descrambled, Milo had been sick with worry. There were still two files that Dan’s program had yet to wrestle into submission— Milo didn’t know if it ever would—and the uncertainty was tying him in knots. Piper had tried in vain to either rationalize the images or take his mind off them as together they had boarded the little prop plane that would take them from Halifax to Entry Island, along with a couple of rock-climbing enthusiasts out for a day of cliff rappelling, a crab fisherman, a lobster fisherman, and a plain old fish fisherman.

Even the spectacular scenery as they approached the tiny jewel of an island failed to ease Milo’s tension. And it was spectacular. Unspoiled and so beautiful, Île-d’Entrée seemed practically enchanted. Locked away from the rest of the world, a hallowed, special place.

Once they’d set themselves up in the rustic little house they rented to use as a base of operations, Piper declared loudly that she was bloody well going to make Milo a bloody cup of tea if he so much as opened the bloody screen on that bloody machine in the next fifteen bloody minutes.

The threat of yet more tea was almost enough to distract him.

But then came the ping and Milo dove across the room, flipping open his laptop before Piper could squawk out a protest. The third-last image on the camera roll had finally shifted its pixels into a coherent whole. Milo’s gaze fastened unblinkingly upon it … and the wood-panelled walls of the cottage began to spin.

An overwhelming sensation that he was staring into a mirror hit him like a brick.

Only he wasn’t.

The face in the picture wasn’t his. Wasn’t even vaguely similar.

The eyes were green, the hair long and tied back, a rich shade of auburn. Tanned skin, high forehead, and sharp cheekbones above a wide mouth that looked just as likely to snarl a warning as smile a welcome. No glasses, no blue eyes, no blond hair, a completely different jawline. And yet …

It’s me.

And yet …

A moment of disorientation was followed by a stabbing pain at what felt like the very centre of his brain. Milo opened his mouth in a silent scream and clutched at his temples. Then he heard it. The voice.

Holy shit, he thought distantly through the pain, not this dude again!

It’s him. Connal.

And as the name formed in his mind, a gaping hole opened up there, too.

The young man on the screen stood shirtless and with his arms held out to his sides, his skin painted with the swirling patterns of Celtic magical symbols.

“Oh god …” Milo groaned. “Not again.”

Still, he realized he wasn’t entirely surprised. Connal was a part of him now. Just as he was, it seemed, a part of the Druid prince. Milo had all the memories of what had happened in the life that Connal—the Connal in those pictures—had never lived. He wondered how he’d keep those memories from flooding back into the mind of the Druid prince. Memories of Comorra dead. The world Connal had known, gone. Nothing left but smoke and ashes. Memories of the madness that had followed …

With an effort of sheer, desperate will, Milo wrenched his focus away from the face of the young man. And on to the face of the girl standing beside him. Holding a sign. Her hair was a wild tangle, her face pale, made paler by the camera flash. And her eyes were sparkling with excitement and apologetic at the same time. Milo read the message Clare had scrawled and lurched up off the couch to stagger over to the mirror hanging over a little table in the cottage’s front hall.

“Milo!” Piper cried out suddenly from the kitchenette, and Milo heard the shattering of a cup on the floor. “Bloody hell!”

In a flash she was across the room with her arms wrapped around him, trying to help him stay on his feet and frantically asking what was wrong. He ignored her as he felt his jaw wrenching open in a silent cry of denial. Then he fell forward, toward the hall mirror, bracing himself with rigid arms against the wall and staring at his reflection. It dimmed and flickered … and then vanished. The mirror went dark, like the inside of a cave.

And then a living, breathing image of Connal the Druid prince wavered into view.

Clare was there, crouched over Connal’s shoulder and staring wide-eyed. Milo could see the glint of torchlight shining off the silver pendant he’d given her.

“Holy smoke! Milo …?” she exclaimed.

Milo could hear her voice clearly, but it was as if he was listening with someone else’s ears. Which, he supposed, he kind of was.

“Hey … Clare de Lune …,” he ground out between his teeth, having clenched his jaw tightly shut to keep it from unhinging with the silent scream that had overtaken him moments before. “How’s life on the island?”

“Weird! Cool!” Clare blurted breathlessly. “Why is Goggles hugging you?”

“I’m not!” Piper snatched her hands away and Milo almost dropped to the floor.

“Gah! Grab him!” Clare exclaimed.

“But … I … bloody hell!” Piper sputtered and wrapped an arm around him again.

Clare leaned forward. “Milo—you’ll never guess who we ran into! Except, uh, maybe you will, because you’re wearing his face right now. Or he’s wearing yours … oh … this is so strange.”

“You’re telling me,” Milo grunted, trying not to hyperventilate.

“Are you okay?”

“I have no idea.” He shook his head and, in the reflection, Connal’s head shook with it. “I mean … we’re mystically teleconferencing over a distance of almost two thousand years and every atom in my body feels like it’s trying to go in a different direction. Does that classify as okay?”

“Not sure if that’s the technical term, but it sounds pretty standard considering the circumstances,” Clare said. “Milo … do you know where we are?”

Milo started to laugh a little raggedly. “Yeah,” he said. “I do. Dunno how you ladies did it, but you’re definitely across the pond.”

Clare’s eyes went a bit wide, but then she nodded. “We thought we might be … Where exactly did we end up?”

“Little plot of land in the middle of the Gulf of St. Lawrence,” Milo said. “It’s called Entry Island—”

“And we only just arrived ourselves!” Piper blurted. “I was making tea!”

Clare blinked at her. “That’s nice …”

A jolt of something that felt like an electric shock shot through Milo, up his spine and right down into his fingertips. He clenched his hands into fists and Piper had to grab him tightly again so that he wouldn’t topple over. In the mirror, Milo saw that Connal reacted similarly. The magic felt like a swift-flowing river moving just under the surface of his skin. The Druid prince turned and spoke haltingly to Clare in words Milo’s ears didn’t recognize but his brain thought it might understand if only he could concentrate …

“Milo?” The urgency of Clare’s tone dragged his attention back to her. “I want you to listen to Connal, okay? He has, um, ritual instructions. Goggles?”

Piper jumped and almost dropped Milo to the floor again. “What? I mean, yes?”

“Get Milo something to hold on to that isn’t you,” Clare said. “And maybe, I dunno, take notes or something.”

“Right!”

Piper disappeared from the reflection only to reappear moments later with the coat stand from the hall that she thrust into Milo’s fist as if it were Gandalf’s magic staff. He felt like a bit of an idiot clinging to the wooden support like that, but it helped. Piper disappeared again and then popped back into the mirror frame holding a notepad and pencil. With her goggles down over her face and her tongue stuck out the side of her mouth, she furiously scribbled down details as Milo relayed them to her, translating from Connal’s Iceni language.

“There is a hill,” Connal was saying (and the effect in the mirror was disconcerting, the double image of his face overlaying Milo’s, both their mouths moving, green/blue eyes staring wildly), “a big one, near the centre of the island.”

“Yeah. I saw it on the map.” Milo tried to smile but it looked more like a grimace. “It’s called Big Hill.”

“That’s original,” Piper muttered, scribbling away.

“You have to meet us there,” Clare said. “At sundown.”

Milo tried hard to block the strange pain of the mystic connection and concentrate on the message, but it was getting harder by the second. “Okay …” He ground his teeth together again and tried to concentrate. “Why there? Why then?”

“Dusk is a time of worlds between worlds,” Connal said. “And that hill is where we will open the spiral pathway, you and I.”

Milo felt a surge of fear mixed with excitement. “What do I have to do?”

“Wear the sacred symbols,” Connal continued. “The same ones I wear.”

“I sent you a picture,” Clare said helpfully.

“Got it.” Milo nodded stiffly. “Your message triggered this little conference call, I think.”

“Oh! Right!” Clare nodded. “That’s actually what I meant to happen! Yay, me!”

“Clare tells me you’ve opened a way—a portal—before,” Connal said, leaning forward and blinking rapidly to keep his focus.

Milo could only nod in return and gasp out for Piper what Connal told him: that they’d be doing essentially the same thing again, only under Clare’s specific direction, as she seemed to be the resident expert on blood-magic time travel. After a few minutes of Connal’s instructions—about how best to protect himself and how to strengthen the conduits they’d create using the blood Maggie had stolen—Connal leaned back a bit, nostrils flaring as he gulped breath.

“Clare,” Milo rasped in the silence, “where’s Allie?”

Clare hesitated. “She’s okay.”

“I saw … pictures of creatures …”

“Oh.” Clare winced. “I probably should have deleted those …”

“Monsters …”

“It’s okay! They’re just a bunch of werecougars and Mallora told me—”

The mirror seemed to ripple and distort.

“What?” Milo leaned forward, desperate to hear. “Mallora told you what? Clare? Clare!”

But Clare couldn’t answer. Milo reached for her, let go of the coat stand, and fell forward. As he thrust out a hand to save himself the mirror shattered beneath his palm, breaking the mystic connection and leaving Milo with only shards of glass and uncertainty.
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The weather in the wake of the storm was unsettled, with a brisk wind off the ocean. Comorra had found a spare cloak to lend Clare and had shown her how to fasten it with a silver penannular brooch. It helped cut the chill as she stood at the top of the cliff she’d just climbed, leaning on her hands and knees and gasping for breath from the exertion.

Down below on the beach, Connal and Comorra were directing some of their Iceni pals in the rigging of a makeshift lift system, using one of the smallest boats—not much bigger than a canoe, really—as a kind of dumbwaiter so that they could lift the bags of Druid loot topside and ready them for transport. Marcus and Clare had talked about sending just the torc back, but both were wary about leaving that much Celtic loot kicking around prehistoric Canada. And then Marcus remembered that, in the museum back in London, he’d read about all the other small hoards that had been found in and around the Snettisham area—about a dozen or so he seemed to remember—and they figured it must have been the gold stolen from Mona.

“It all has to go,” she’d told Morholt. “To be safe. You can visit it in the museum when we get back, okay?”

She’d thought he might cry.

Now he was hovering around the edges of the operation, eyeing the canvas bags as they were piled into the lift boat and sighing loudly. They’d use the boat as a kind of sled, dragging it across the grassy hills. Some of the Celts from the galley would go with Llassar through the portal to help him bury the hoard when the time came. Never mind the fact that Llassar was Paulinus’s prisoner. Minor detail, Clare thought, deperately hoping that when the time came they’d figure out just exactly how to make that happen. Al would have ideas.

Meanwhile, Clare and Marcus would hunt for Al.

“Let’s go!” Marcus urged as Clare wheezed and silently chastised herself for not staying in better shape. He, of course, hadn’t broken so much as a sweat or a fingernail on the arduous climb.

Stupid Legion training.

She’d just opened her mouth to snark at Soldier Boy when a startlingly loud crackle of static filled the air and Clare almost jumped out of her skin.

“What the hell?” she yelped.

“Cla—skrksks—re! Are you—srssrkssk—there?”

“Al!” Clare batted at the folds of her cloak, grabbing desperately for her bag and fishing in its depths for the Korg 70,000 BC walkie talkie. “Al?” she said, depressing the Talk button on the brown plastic handset. “Al—is that you?”

“Allie!” Marcus cried and rushed over.

“Yes! Clare? It’s me—sksrssss …”

“Al? Can you hear me, Al?” she called frantically.

Marcus looked like he was barely managing to restrain himself from tearing the thing from Clare’s hands. But, really? Clare had dibs. Although she did shift the walkie to the other side of her head so they could both hear.

“KKrksssk ….” The walkie crackled and hissed some more. And then: “Clare? Clare! Can you hear me? I can hear you!”

“Al! Yes! Where are you?”

“Um.” Suddenly the static cleared and Al’s voice came through loud and clear. “It’s a little complicated.”

“Uncomplicate it,” Clare said.

“Okay. I’m kind of a prisoner in a Roman camp. Again.”

Clare blinked, stunned, and exchanged a blankly incredulous glance with Marcus. “Where?”

“On the other side of the island from where the caves are,” Al said. “The terrain slopes down to a wide beach there and that’s where Paulinus and his buddies made camp.”

“On this island? That’s not good. Comorra told them not to set foot on it. I think she was pretty serious.”

She heard Al snort. “Yeah, our pal Paulinus? Not so good at taking orders. Only giving them.”

“Okay,” Clare said. “Explain. Last we saw of you, there were … things.”

“The manimals,” Al said. “Yeah, I know.”

Clare raised an eyebrow at the walkie. “Manimals?”

“Cut me some slack—I can’t actually pronounce the word they call themselves. But they’re the guardians of this place. The ones Connal and Mallora were talking about.”

“The others.” Clare nodded. “Right. And by the way? Mallora did an end run around us and summoned them. She says she was trying to save you from having to get involved but—”

“No no!” Al said. “She was telling the truth. At least, that’s what these guys have told me. She tried to do it on her own, but when she wasn’t able to call enough of them they thought I could be useful after all and decided I should join the party. They just didn’t bother to invite me first.”

“You’ve talked to them?” Marcus asked, ever the curious linguist. “How?”

“The zot-magic works on them, too,” Al said. “One touch and wham! Suddenly I’m hearing translated other-speak in my head. I mean, not when they’re furry—then it’s just all growling and snarling—it only works when they look human.”

Growling and snarling, Clare thought. Mentioned casually. Allie had clearly developed nerves of steel over the course of their adventures.

“So you know they’re, like, weredudes, then?” she asked.

“Hence my technical term, ‘manimals.’”Al sounded as if she was grinning. “Which is kinda funny because their leader’s name is actually Manaw … Heh. Manaw the Manimal. Clare— you should see this! They can turn into wolves and bears and I think one guy is, like, a muskox or something. Manaw turns into a cougar when he shifts. It’s kinda, well … it’s pretty cool.”

Clare thought she’d heard something in Al’s voice. “He’s totally hot, isn’t he?”

“Um. No. Well, yes.” Clare just knew Al was squinching up her face in an effort not to audibly blush. “But, you know, I’m totally—”

“Taken,” Marcus interrupted her emphatically.

There was a moment of silence. Then Al said, a bit breathlessly, “I am?”

“Yes.”

Clare glanced heavenward and took back the walkie. “Fine,” she said. “Now that that’s settled, can you please explain what the hell you’re doing back in Paulinus’s nasty Roman clutches when you were kidnapped by Hello Hottie-Kitty?”

“Manaw and his guys set it up,” Al said. “They figured if I could infiltrate the camp I could get intel on what the Romans were up to. So they got me close to the beach and then we made it look like I was being chased by a bear and I ran straight for the camp. I guess Junius the legionnaire was feeling all charitable and stuff after we saved him from drowning, because he chased off the ‘bear’ when he saw me. Of course, then he hauled my butt into camp, threw me in a tent, and put a guard on me.”

“Great.” Clare didn’t see how this situation would be the least bit helpful. “So now what? I mean, we’ve arranged with Milo and Piper to meet at the top of the island, on the big hill, at sundown—”

“You did?” Al asked. “How?”

“Connal. Magic. I’ll explain later,” Clare said. “But it’s not like we can leave without you. Or even manifest shimmer conduits unless we’ve got Llassar to send through with the torc. Now you’re both Paulinus’s prisoners and this is a disaster! Stupid interfering manimals. Stupid Mallora. How on earth can you help the weredudes when you’re a prisoner? And what kind of help could they possibly need beyond all the muscley shirtless huge fangs and claws and speed and freaky animal magic they’ve already got going for them? I mean, you’re awesome, sure, and a wicked-mad techno ninja, but let’s face it, a little handicapped by the lack of a wireless router and an electrical outlet!”

“Whoa … whoa. Hang on a second, partner,” Al interrupted. “I have a plan.”

“You do?”

“Of course I do. Junius said Paulinus is on his way to talk to me,” Al said. “If I can work out a way to rig the Talk button on my Korg to stay down while he’s here, I figured I could—”

“Use the walkie and let us in on the conversation!” Clare blurted. “And then—”

“Try and get him to spill the beans on his plans!” Al said. “Exactly! And then—”

“See if we can’t somehow use that to our advantage,” Clare continued, “while you break Llassar out of Legion jail and get him to the rendezvous so that he and the gold can get home—”

“And send Paulinus packing at the same time—”

“Right! Awesome! You’re—”

“We’re—”

“Geniuses.” Clare grinned widely. “I know.”

Marcus, his jaw hanging open, looked back and forth between the Korg 70,000 and Clare. As if he’d found himself in the presence of sorcerors. “Do you two do this kind of thing all the time?”

“Since grade school. Yeah.” Clare waved her hand airily. “You might wanna get used to it. So?” she said into the handset. “Can you do that? Rig the walkie?”

“Uh …”

They heard the sounds of Al rummaging around.

“Yeah,” she said a bit breathlessly. “I have band-aids and a hair elastic. I think I can do it with that.”

“That’s my genius sidekick.”

“Partner in crime.”

“Time crime.” Clare grinned despite her trepidation. “And time’s a wastin’. Get to work, partner.”

The transmission kicked in and out as Al went about the task of rigging the talkie button on the handset. Clare crossed her fingers and hoped the batteries on the cheesy little toy would hold out long enough.

“Allie?” Marcus said into the handset, turning a little away from Clare.

“Yeah?”

“I still think you’re magic.”

“Meep …”

“Gawd,” Clare snorted. “I can actually hear her blushing—”

“Ssh!” Al hissed suddenly. “I think they’re coming back.”

There was a noise like Al was stuffing the walkie back in her bag and then the sound went a bit muffled, but it was still clear enough to make out Paulinus’s distinctive voice. The only problem was that he was speaking in Latin. Clare frowned in confusion. When she was face to face with him the shimmer magic kicked in and rendered his speech understandable. But filtered through even the primitive technology of the Korg 70,000, the words remained a garble of dead Romance language.

“Damn it!” Clare swore. “I can’t understand him. The Latin doesn’t auto-translate long distance!”

“And that’s where I come in handy,” Marcus said, and held out his hand for the walkie.

Clare hesitated and then handed it over. Marcus was part of the team now. Besides, with Al on location playing the role of spy in the house of Rome, she needed him. He leaned in close, a look of fierce concentration on his face. Paulinus was speaking and Marcus began to translate in a low, steady murmur. It was a little eerie, Clare thought—as if the shimmermagic translation function had wriggled free of her head and now existed independently.

At the same time, it was kind of exciting. Like they were involved in one of those ridiculously complicated movie capers that together—with a lot of luck and a whole lot of timing— they might just manage to pull off. Clare crossed the rest of her fingers, sat back, and listened while Al went to work.

BEHIND HER BACK, Allie crossed all her fingers and hoped like hell her idea would work. With the Talk button rigged to stay down she had no way of knowing if Clare and Marcus were actually picking up the conversation. She just had to hope they were.

“What do you know of this place?” Paulinus asked, getting straight to the point.

He shifted his eagle-topped swagger stick from one hand to the other and paced a slow path in front of her. His tone was polite, collegial even—as it had been for those few moments on the galley—but she couldn’t shake the feeling of being in a scene from a movie, interrogated by the charming villain.

“I only know that you’re not supposed to be here,” she answered. “I’m probably not supposed to be here either, for that matter. It’s supposed to be off-limits. A sacred place to the people who live on the other islands.”

Paulinus tilted his head as he regarded her. “Is it?” he said. “Indeed.”

He fell silent for a long moment, pacing back and forth, seemingly lost in thought. “I and some of my men went ashore on one of those other islands. After we sailed from the cove.”

Allie groaned. “Please tell me you didn’t pillage anything.”

“No … no.” He shrugged. “We did encounter the local inhabitants, however briefly.”

“Well, I hope you were polite.”

Paulinus’s lip quirked upward in faint amusement. Then he began to pace again. “I have come to a conclusion, I think,” he said in a thoughtful tone. “Without the use of the vertices, my men and I are unlikely to see Britannia or the Empire again. Wouldn’t you say?”

Over in the corner of the tent, Junius the Legionnaire’s glower deepened. Never having had direct physical contact with Allie—superstitious brute that he was, he’d only ever gotten close enough to prod her with a spear point—he understood only his commander’s half of the conversation. But that part seemed to disagree with him.

As Allie wondered just how to respond, all she could come up with was the truth. “Yeah. It would be a hell of a stretch to get back across the ocean under sail power alone. Adequate food and water, for one thing, would be a pretty serious problem.”

“I thought as much.” Paulinus nodded. “And the vertices themselves?”

Allie thought about Mallora and the depletion of her Druid magic. She also thought about Clare’s plans to recreate one great big vertex on her own. “Out of commission, as I understand it.”

“Then we are trapped here.” Paulinus tucked the swagger stick under his arm and pulled the plumed helmet off his head. He ran his hands over the bristles of his military haircut and sighed. “I set out to bring my emperor riches. Instead I found a rich new land ripe for the Empire. And I have no way to present him with either. Even if I retrieve the Mona treasure, you’re telling me there is nothing for me to do with it because I cannot transport it home.”

Allie lifted a shoulder apologetically.

And yet the governor didn’t seem particularly devastated by these revelations. There was a calmness about him. A placid acceptance that made her downright nervous.

“What are you going to do?” she asked warily.

He smiled at her. “I will remain true to the spirit of the Empire. My men and I will remain here, in this place, and we will build a camp. Eventually, we will build a town. A life. A civilization. I may not have the command of a full Legion, but those people?” He waved in the direction of the islands to the west. “They didn’t even have steel. I have engineers and soldiers and knowledge. We will rule here as benevolent leaders, and in time the barbarians of this place will come to accept us, revere us, and bring us tribute. I will shed the title of governor and become an emperor in my own right. I and my men will build the world anew. Like Romulus and Remus at the birth of Rome.”

Allie could only stare at him in disbelief. Back on the galley she’d begun to nurture a kernel of respect for Paulinus. But now she saw how delusional he was.

“Okay …” she said warily. “Look—I get it. I mean, I can sort of see how saying stuff like that might keep your men from mutinying. But I also think the ‘barbarians’ might have a few strongly held opinions about your hostile-takeover plan.”

Paulinus’s smile turned ever so slightly predatory. Like a shark spotting a windsurfer on a windless day. “Of course they would,” he said. “They always do. And they always fall. I’m not a cruel man, you know. I’m a pragmatic one. This island is sacred to them, you say? A place of power? Then I will teach them that I and my men are more powerful than that. I can subdue this place, these people, without spilling a single drop of blood.”

“How?”

He put his helmet back onto his head and touched the brim with the swagger stick.

“By lighting a fire that all the people of this dark world will see.”

Then he turned on his hobnailed sandal heel and swept out of the tent.

Allie waited to make sure he wasn’t coming back and then let herself deflate a little. When Manaw the Manimal had suggested—strongly suggested, in a no-other-option kind of way—that she infiltrate the Roman camp and find out what they had in mind, she hadn’t really thought it would work. Or that she’d even survive long enough to glean anything useful. Now, however, she was glad they’d persuaded her to be chased by a bear.

She glanced over at Junius, wondering if he fully understood what Paulinus was intending, but he was staring out the tent flap in the direction his commander had gone. Allie crouched down, her back turned to him, and opened up her messenger bag. She pulled out the walkie, peeling off the band-aids and elastic, and turned the volume to low.

“Clare?” she whispered.

A faint crackle of static came over the line and for a moment Allie worried that Clare and Marcus hadn’t heard the exchange. But then Clare’s tense voice filtered through the handset.

“Al! We heard. We heard it all.”

“Good. What do you think Paulinus meant by lighting a fire—”

Another burst of static, fainter this time, cut her off mid-sentence. Then the walkie went silent. Allie cursed under her breath, stuffed it back in her bag, and stood, turning back to observe her taciturn tent buddy.

“What do you think about all this?” she asked, walking a few steps toward him. “Are you really buying what Paulinus is selling? You want to build a sod hut, hang up your sword, and settle down with a lovely local?”

He glowered even more deeply and Allie sighed, having forgotten for a moment that he hadn’t the faintest idea what she was saying. Acting on pure impulse, she suddenly thrust out her hand and smacked the burly legionnaire on the shoulder. Then came a jolt of mystic electricity as the shimmer magic forged a conduit between them and Junius yelped like a startled puppy. Allie jumped back a foot or two but Junius just stared at her, wide-eyed and wary.

“Hi …” she said. “Um … My name is Allie.”

His eyes went even wider and one hand lifted to scratch at his ear as if an insect had just flown into it.

“Jupiter’s beard! You are a witch,” he muttered in Latin. “I knew it.”

“I’m not gonna argue,” Allie said, a flicker of an idea forming in her mind. Junius, she thought, just might come in handy in her quest to get herself, and Llassar, to the sundown hilltop rendezvous. “Because, from your perspective, yeah, I probably am. I’ll just say this … I’m a good witch. Okay?”

Junius blinked at her.

“And, buddy? You owe me one.”

“LIGHT A FIRE?” Clare said, staring down at the silent walkie talkie in her hand. “What’s so scary about that? Does he have exploding marshmallows? Or is he just yapping in metaphor—because all that kind of crap is really starting to burn my cheese. Er. So to speak.”

Marcus was stone-faced. “They’re going to need our help.”

“What?” Clare frowned. “Why? Didn’t you say these skraeling guys were the same ones who drove the Vikings back to Greenland?”

“They did.”

“Okay! Those were freaking Vikings! So—”

“The Vikings were great fighters, Clare,” Marcus interrupted. “But they weren’t an army. Certainly not an army like the kind Rome produced.”

Clare thought about that for a minute. Then she began to understand where Marcus was coming from. “You mean …”

“I know what Paulinus is going to do,” he said. “He’s going to invade this island.”

“What a moron!” Clare scoffed. “You had me worried for a second there. You know no one actually lives here, right? He’s invading a deserted island?”

“Just because it isn’t inhabited doesn’t mean it isn’t important,” Marcus countered. “Look at what he did to Mona. Not to the people on the island, but to the island itself. He desecrated it. And he’s going to try to do the same thing here.”
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As they headed back to the edge of the cliff, Clare looked around her. A pristine landscape stretched out in every direction. The island was a gently rolling sea of emerald green in the middle of a sea of blue. It was one of the prettiest, most pastoral places Clare had ever seen. But she could also feel a subtle, powerful vibration beneath her feet, as if she were walking across the shoulder of a sleeping giant. The island was definitely a place of power. Power that needed protecting. And as she imagined the landscape ablaze, the anger behind her eyes made it feel as if the flames inside her mind were real.

Clare glanced nervously into the sky. The magic funfest they were planning was scheduled for twilight, but she didn’t think Paulinus would wait that long. “We’re screwed if he invades before sundown. This place will be a bonfire by then.”

Marcus frowned. “Actually, I think he’ll wait until after sundown before he makes his move. It’s what he did at Mona and I’d bet my favourite mix tape it’s what he’ll do here.”

“Isn’t attacking at night kind of dangerous?” Clare asked. “I mean, think of the tripping hazards. What does he gain by it?”

“It’s risky, sure,” Marcus said grimly. “But what you have to understand is that Suetonius Paulinus wants to send a message to the people living on the mainland. Just as he did at Mona. And what better way than to start a bonfire at night? When they burned the sacred oak groves you could see the flames for miles.”

Clare stopped in her tracks. “Damn,” she said softly as a blinding anger washed over her again. “You know, on the ship I was starting to think that maybe I didn’t totally hate that guy. But I totally hate that guy.”

It was diabolical. And strategically brilliant. Cold, calculating, and everything that was wrong with war. Clare thought of how Boudicca, for all her passion and determination, had never stood a chance against a mind like that of Suetonius Paulinus.

“He’ll march on Big Hill at sundown and then set it alight.” Marcus pointed to the rise of land off to their left. “As far as I can see it’s the highest point in the whole archipelago, and I’ve no doubt you can see it from miles around. He’ll have skins full of fuel with him—lamp oil most likely. It makes for a bright, angry flame.”

“And hey—bonus convenience—that’s where Milo and Connal and I will be opening the rifts. You know? That might just work in our favour.” Clare looked around. Off to the west, the rolling hills dropped off toward a broad, undulating lowland that swept toward the sea. “Only … what if Paulinus doesn’t go that far? What if he just starts a fire on the downs and calls it a day, hoping the whole place’ll go up?”

Marcus shook his head. “I don’t think so. The sun’s been doing a good job of drying things out, but with all that heavy rain last night Paulinus won’t risk trying to set any of the lower hills ablaze. If it doesn’t catch, or the flames douse in a damp hollow, he’ll have wasted his one good move. No. He’ll risk it all on a push to the hill. I know he will. If he plans to set up permanent shop here, he’s got to start things off with a pretty big bang.”

“Wow. Does being a soldier in the Roman army actually train you to think like that? Yuck.” When Marcus’s expression turned rueful, she felt bad for saying that. “I mean … uh, that’s useful intel. Good to know. If that’s where he’s headed, then that’s where we’ll let him go.” As they resumed walking she was silent for a while. “I hope we can count on Al to get herself and Llassar to the festivities …”

“She’ll do it, Clare.” Marcus turned a confident smile on her. “She’s escaped from a Roman prison tent before. She can do it again.”

“Yeah …” Clare nodded, remembering the time Al had escaped from Morholt’s warehouse and managed to steal, then wreck, his car. “She’s good with the Houdini like that. You’re right. She’ll be there.”

“Once Paulinus’s men start to march on the hill,” Marcus continued, “I can lead the Celts, and what’s left of Mallora’s skraeling, around to flank them. I’m sure the skraeling will be more than eager to help once they see what we’re doing. If the Legion balks on their way to the summit, we can drive them toward it if necessary.”

“Right,” Clare said. “And then, with Connal and Milo’s help, I can send Gaius Suetonius Paulinus’s sorry, soon to be ex-governor’s ass back to Somerset. Along with his men. And then Llassar will be free to head back to Norfolk with the stolen loot.”

She felt in her pocket for the map Milo had drawn, sensing a rightness in the plan and a growing hope. Generally speaking, Clare was lousy at planning. But this … this was going to work. And fix the world. And then they could all go home.

That is, Clare thought, once we find Al and her skinwalker pals—

“Clare! Down!”

The long grass in front of Clare parted and all she saw was teeth and claws. And big, black eyes. In a flash of yellow fur and muscle she found herself flying through the air, her arms wrapped around her head to protect her face from the daggerlike teeth of the massive feline that had tackled her. Not that it would do any good. She braced herself for the mauling once they hit the ground, but was shocked when the cat—a cougar—twisted in mid-air and took the brunt of the fall on its flank. Before Clare could even catch a breath it twisted again and leaped to its feet, massive paws braced wide, head down and snarling at her as if warning her not to move. Even if she hadn’t been tangled hopelessly in her borrowed cloak, Clare wouldn’t have twitched a muscle.

Only a few feet away, Marcus’s muscles were doing a great deal more than twitching. He was engaged in a strenuous hand-to-hand—or rather, hand-to-paw—struggle with a bear.

A bear.

A black bear. It didn’t seem completely full-grown—it was still lean and long-limbed and didn’t have the roly-poly shape of the bears Clare had seen wandering around near a motorists’ rest stop on vacation with her parents in the Rockies once—but it was still a freaking bear. As Marcus grappled with the creature, trying to reach the sword that was sheathed at his side, Clare saw that the bear was favouring its left front leg. Dried blood was matted on its fur. When it tried to put weight on it, the limb buckled and Marcus was able to break away. He reached for his sword and drew, lifting it high above his head, his expression pure Legion killing machine.

“No!” Clare shouted and, heedless of the snarling cougar, thrashed herself free from her cloak and leaped in front of Marcus. The sword in his hand wavered. “Mark!” she shouted. “Drop it! You already wounded him once. Last night.”

“What?”

The bear had backed off. Clare knew it must have been the manimal that Marcus’s sword had tagged in the cave, the evidence captured in that one digital image.

She turned slowly toward the two wild animals, her hands raised. “Drop the damn sword,” she muttered out of the side of her mouth.

Marcus did as she asked and raised his own hands.

All Clare could do was look into the huge dark eyes of the werecougar who stood glaring at her and think, Al must have been so terrified. Then there was a blurring of motion. Her next thought was Or possibly a little drooly.

For where there had stood a sleekly muscular golden cougar was now a young man. A super hot, half-naked young man with long dark hair flowing past his shoulders, muscles that looked sculpted out of stone, and a mesmerizing, golden-eyed gaze that both compelled Clare not to look away and terrified her to the core.

Marcus’s armour creaked as he drew himself up to his full height. To his credit—and hers, she supposed—neither moved a muscle as the young man stalked around them in a full circle. As he did, Clare became aware of other shadows moving in the long grass, coming closer—another, slightly smaller cougar, a pair of coyotes. They stared at her with human intelligence. It was disconcerting.

The shirtless young man was also barefoot. He wore only a pair of what looked like suede leggings belted with a wide strip of fur with the same dark-gold coloration as his animal alter ego. When he’d finished his circuit and stopped directly in front of them, Marcus took a single step forward. “Manaw?”

The young man frowned. Then he nodded once.

Marcus put a hand on his chest and said, slowly and clearly, “Marcus.” Then he pointed to Clare. “Clare.”

Manaw’s golden eyes flicked back and forth between them and he nodded again. Then Marcus pointed in the direction from where the shape-shifters had come. “Allie,” he said, and made a flapping-wing gesture with his hands.

Manaw nodded again. Moving with a distinctly catlike grace, he stepped closer and then touched first Marcus and then Clare on the forehead. The shimmer magic did its thing— much more smoothly than usual—and suddenly Clare could understand the handsome young man when he said, “Well met and welcome. Sorry I stole your friend.”

AFTER MAKING MANAW promise that he and his toothy pals would do everything in their power to make sure Al made it through the coming encounter unscathed, Clare left Marcus alone with the shape-shifters to plan strategy while she climbed back down the cliff to conduct her own consultations.

She spent the rest of the afternoon going over the elements of the ritual—the makeshift, cobbled together, no-one-hasever-done-this-kind-of-thing-before ritual—with Connal and Mallora. Comorra had insisted on lending her more than capable hand in the fight (Clare wondered if she wasn’t secretly hoping she could get within striking distance of Paulinus), and so was off sharpening weapons, checking her shield and armour for any needed repairs, and securely braiding her hair before coiling it tightly around her head. The other Celts—those who’d come over on the ship as slaves and the ones already there with Connal and Comorra—likewise went about the business of preparing for battle. Some of them sang.

Morholt, for his part, swanned around offering unsolicited advice and acting as if he was indispensable to the whole endeavour. Which, Clare sighed inwardly—noting the contours of the Snettisham Torc in his jumpsuit pocket—he really sort of was.

“Thanks for the tips,” Clare said finally, sitting back on her heels and wiping her brow as Mallora finished going over for one last time what she thought Clare should do.

Clare had gone to confer with the Druidess only to find her lying pale and drawn-looking on a bed of furs and blankets in her cave. After hearing all that Clare had to tell her, Mallora expressed both satisfaction and, surprisingly, gratitude. She would be staying on the island with Connal and her niece, she went on, at least until she regained the strength she’d lost in getting them all to the island in the first place. Clare was relieved to hear it. She didn’t want anything to further endanger the Druidess—or her resulting progeny—but she made Mallora double-dog promise that she or her descendants would see to it that the diary found its way back to Britain so that it could one day pass into Piper Gimble’s fingerless-gloved hands.

“And you’ve only got about two thousand years to make that happen, so don’t dawdle!”

She sat with Mallora for a few more minutes, listening to what sage wisdom the Druidess could offer on the upcoming mega-ritual. Her advice chiefly consisted of variations on a theme: “You will know what to do. Listen to your soul. Pay attention to the voices of the magic. Let the flow take you. Reality is a tapestry woven from many loose threads. Pull on one end and affect the whole pattern …”

Stuff like that.

“Great. Awesome. Thanks, Yoda,” Clare sighed, waving as she ducked out of the cave, leaving the Druidess to her rest. She wasn’t entirely certain she’d gleaned anything useful, but on the other hand she felt that if she’d had a light sabre handy she could have tapped right into the Force.

Back in her own cave, Clare carried on with her preparations. She checked and double-checked the vial of Boudicca/ Curator Special Blend blood Al had given her, making sure it was still tightly stoppered. She rearranged the contents of her bag so that nothing was bulging or awkward, and then she carefully popped the memory card out of her camera and put it in her back pocket for safekeeping. She meticulously rewrapped the shiny red device in its layers of Faraday cage foil. It had already served its purpose, true, but she liked that camera, and if she could keep it from going shimmer-kablooey on the return trip through time, she might as well try. She tucked the camera into a deep corner of her bag and checked the contents one last time. Then one last, last time. Clare hated packing for trips. She either underpacked or overpacked and always felt like she was forgetting something.

Which was why she ignored the feeling. It was par for the course. It would have been weird if she hadn’t felt like she was forgetting something. Right?

“Clare?” Morholt popped his head into the cave, startling her by not, for once, referring to her as “Clarinet” or “Miss Reid” with a healthy dose of snide intonation.

“Uh. Yeah?”

“It’s time.”

And that, simply put, was the most profound statement Clare had ever heard.
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Milo reached out a hand to help Piper negotiate a steep bit of uneven ground on the way up to the top of Big Hill. In the far distance a pair of shaggy ponies watched them climb, placid and uncaring. Beneath his windbreaker Milo’s skin itched with the designs he’d painted there with eyeshadow. Along with the vial of blood Maggie had stolen from the hospital, he carried a bag of beach sand he’d use to create a magic circle in which to perform his upcoming magic tricks.

It had taken some time to calm Piper down after the whole mirror, mirror on the wall episode, but she seemed to have finally gotten hold of herself. Maybe a little too much. She seemed way too calm, in fact. No … more than calm. Sad, almost. In an effort to cheer her up as they walked, Milo found himself rambling on about his cousin and Clare—and even Mark O’Donnell—and how good it would be to see them all again. To be together.

“It’ll be like at the end of Return of the Jedi when everyone gets back together and has a party with the Ewoks on Endor. Except less cheesy. And we’ll invite the original old Anakin Skywalker, not the CG young one.”

Piper, of course, didn’t bat an eye at the reference and Milo realized with a bit of a start that he deeply missed having to explain something like that to Clare.

“I’ll be Han and Clare can be Leia and … uh …” He glanced over and saw that Piper was frowning. “Piper? You okay?”

“Yeah … just thinking.”

Thinking with a side order of bursting into tears, apparently.

Milo stopped in his tracks as, beneath the lenses of her goggles, Piper’s eyes filled. Her shoulders curled forward, heaving with sudden sobs. As she turned away from him, Milo could only stand there, astonished. What on earth had he said to upset her so?

What? You don’t know?

No! I— Oh no, Milo thought. Not that …

A wave of anxiety washed over him as he remembered how effortless her flirty act had seemed at Dan’s place. How she’d told him what a great team she thought they made … Had Piper Gimble actually been crushing on him the whole time they’d been together?

Damn. Way to be sensitive, supergeek!

Why hadn’t he seen it? He’d done nothing but talk about Clare and how much he missed her. He could have been a little more attentive to Piper’s emotional state.

“Piper,” he said gently, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize.”

“What?”

“That you felt that way about me.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s just that Clare is—”

Piper let out a snort-guffaw.

“You idiot,” she sniffled through her tears. Then she punched him on the shoulder. “You’re not what’s got me upset!”

Milo felt his face growing hot. He really was going to have to practise the whole interacting with females who weren’t his cousin thing a little more. “What are you upset about, then?”

“Family,” she said.

“Um. Family?”

“Yeah.” Piper flipped up her lenses and scrubbed a sleeve across her face. “I mean, you’ve been nattering on about it in one way or another for most of this whole bloody trek and it’s just … well … I don’t have that. I have me. I just thought … it might be nice to have someone else for a change. And I don’t mean you.” She sniffed again and grinned. “I mean, you’re lovely and all—and I have to admit, I’ve had a bit of fun making Clare scorching jealous—but I mean … I want family.”

“Oh.” Milo winced at his presumption. “Right. Well—”

“And I think I know what I’m going to do the second I get home,” Piper continued, mercifully relieving him of the need to stammer an apology.

“What’s that?” Milo asked warily, remembering the touchy familial situation Piper had left behind.

“I’m going to march right into Nicholas Ashbourne’s silly little field tent and I’m going to sit down at that desk of his.” She blinked back the watery sheen on her eyes. “And I’m not leaving until he’s told me every one of his stories. And he’s not leaving until he’s heard every one of mine. I’m going to have a family, Milo. Like all of you have. I’m going to be family. Not just a bloodline.”

Milo smiled at her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, giving her a hug. “Come on then,” he said. “Let’s go finish this story so that you can tell him all about it when we get back.”

Piper looked up at him and nodded.

“You know …” Milo said, “if Clare manages to bring Stuart Morholt back with her, you’re going to have a lot more family than you thought.”

Piper considered that for a moment. “Well. That should make things right interesting, then, shouldn’t it?”

“Careful what you wish for.”

She grinned back at him and held up the silver shimmertrigger coin Milo had given her to call the others home. “Live dangerously.”

Then she stepped forward and led the way, trailing in the footsteps of her ancestor, whistling as she went.

THEY REACHED THE SUMMIT of Big Hill about half an hour before sunset: Connal, Clare, and Morholt, along with the six lean-muscled Celts who’d hauled up the little boat full of loot and now crouched beside it, waiting for the moment when they’d drive it forward into a spatio-temporal rift. The warrior contingent of their little band, Marcus and Comorra, had split off to head in the opposite direction, toward where Paulinus would be marshalling his war machine. Clare glanced nervously at the sky. Once the festivities below the hill began she’d have the boys fire up the spatial conduits, and then she herself would get about the business of conducting the orchestra.

No pressure.

Her stomach was in knots as Connal pulled out a bag of beach sand he’d collected and, after carefully pouring it out, drew a circle in the scrubby grass crowning the hill. Clare and Connal would enter the warded circle at their end, Milo at his. As long as the two circles remained unbroken, the spatio-temporal magic would stay sufficiently concentrated for Clare to bend it to her will. Then, once everyone else was headed back to where they belonged, she’d have to break the circle. To step outside it and join hands with Al—who, of course, would have made her timely escape and made it up the hill by then, right? Right!—and Marcus, and Morholt. They would have only seconds then before the conduit bearing Llassar—who, of course, Al would have brought with her, right? Right!—the treasure, and the shimmer coin closed behind the Druid master smith. And in those seconds it would be up to Piper to bring them home.

Easy peasy lemon squeezy.

Clare looked over at Morholt, who waited outside the circle near the loot boat, ready to hand over the soon-to-be Snettisham Torc to Llassar. At least he’d better, Clare thought. His grip on the golden ring was pretty white-knuckled.

The leading edge of the sun had dipped below the horizon and the whole western quadrant of the sky was ablaze with orange, crimson, and purple. Over Clare’s shoulder, the moon was just rising. Connal glanced at her and nodded encouragement. Then Clare fished the vial of blood out of her bag. She unstoppered it and, as Mallora had instructed, poured out drops on the four compass points of the circle he’d drawn.

A compass to show me the way, she thought, giving in to Mallora’s admonition to go with her instincts. Then she held out the vial to Connal, who stood unselfconsciously naked from the waist up and covered in swirling blue symbols. Just as Milo would be, Clare thought with a flush of warmth, standing in the same place almost two thousand years from that moment. She grabbed her hair and piled it on top of her head in a messy bun, securing it with an elastic from around her wrist.

Boudicca’s blood-cursed torc had been responsible for much of the spatio-temporal Shenanigans, Clare thought. And while she couldn’t lay hands on the actual torc—that needed to make its way back to Snettisham while she was in the middle of her ritual—she’d had another flash of insight. Mallora had really been on to something with the whole go with your gut thing.

Even if that “something” is way far gone on the “eeeew” scale …

She swallowed thickly and told Connal what to do.

Then she stood and waited, shuddering a bit, as Connal dipped his finger into the Cursed Vial of Icky Liquid and, walking clockwise around her, drew a circle around her neck. Just like a torc. And when he joined the two ends together in the hollow at the base of her throat, just above where the Celtic pendant Milo had given her hung …

“Whoa!”

Clare lit up like a comet and the world burst into a fireworks display like nothing she’d ever seen. She gasped in wonder as the whole of the hill seemed to come alive with light, a swirling, spiral dance of firefly trails. Not the static paths she’d seen that time on Bartlow High Hill when they’d walked the Way to Boudicca’s grave barrow, but moving, shifting, dancing patterns. She wondered if Connal could see them too.

She looked at him and he smiled.

Then his face shifted, and a double-exposure image of Milo seemed to slide over his features like a transparent mask.

“Milo …?”

The green/blue eyes that gazed on her were alight with excitement.

“Clare de Lune …” Milo’s voice echoed out of Connal’s mouth.

And then, somewhere in the distance, Clare could hear the faint thrum of marching feet. She could see the hazy glow of torchlight. She crossed her fingers and whispered, “Okay, Al … that’s your cue!”

THE SUN WAS SETTING as they marched inexorably across the broad sweep of rolling meadowland. In the distance, over the helmeted heads of the regimented ranks of legionnaires in front of her, Allie could just make out the place where the ground began to undulate upward, sloping toward the summit of Big Hill. She looked at Llassar where he shuffled along beside her and he shot her a grim smile that bent the crinkled, singed hairs of his moustache upward. Allie had convinced Junius to convince Paulinus to bring the two of them along. It seemed the bruiser legionnaire really did have some sense of honour—one that demanded he repay her for saving his life. He’d persuaded the governor that the two prisoners might be useful bargaining tools if they encountered any resistance on their merry way to turn Big Hill into a giant smoking ember. They might even be able to trade them for some of that gold, he speculated, which—down the road—could prove handy in trading with the indigenous folk as they went about setting up their mini-empire.

In Canada, of all places. Jeez …

Allie figured Paulinus was probably just humouring Junius. Still, the men seemed to respect the centurion, and so Paulinus needed him in his corner. There were only eighty, maybe a hundred soldiers in all, marching. Plus the entire contingent of mariners from both galleys. Small numbers for an invading army, maybe, but Allie knew what kind of damage the soldiers of Rome could do. Boudicca’s army of tribes had vastly outnumbered Paulinus’s Legions, but under his command those soldiers had decimated their opponents. The Iceni had been virtually wiped from the face of the map.

The Romans had trampling feet and they had fire. Lots of it—rows of torches just waiting to set the island alight. When she’d finally parsed Paulinus’s actual strategy, Allie had been horrified. That horror swiftly calcified into a hard, sharp knot of incandescent anger in her stomach. She hoped desperately that Marcus and Clare had guessed what the governor’s plan was, too—and that they’d be ready.

Marcus will know, she thought. He’ll remember Mona and he’ll figure it out. I hope …

Near the front ranks were men carrying large skins on their shoulders full of what was doubtless some kind of accelerant. The thunder of hobnailed sandals marching in formation shook the ground as they got closer.

Allie felt a sudden tingling along her spine and craned her neck to look up at the hill. She thought she could almost discern a faint glimmering emanating from the summit, but it might have been a trick of the failing evening light. Then she heard Clare’s voice, clear as a bell in her head—“Okay, Al … that’s your cue!”—and she sucked in a sharp breath. Her best friend had once more levelled up in the magic-user ranks and no longer required a Korg 70,000 BC walkie talkie to communicate. She and Allie, it seemed, now had a direct shimmer link—at least for the duration of that evening’s gala performance—and Clare had just called “Show Time!”

Allie threw wide her raven-feathered cloak and it spread out and up like wings on a sudden, wild wind that sprang up out of nowhere. She cast her mind back to each occasion she’d called Clare back home across the depths of time and space. She thought of the raven brooch that Llassar had created, the Raven Goddess represented by the twisting, spiralling designs. She thought of the first time she’d ever seen the scathach, on a battlefield at night. In her mind she saw darkness and heard the deafening roar of a multitude of flapping wings.

She filled her lungs with air … and then snapped her mouth shut when she heard Clare’s voice echoing through the dusky evening.

“Yoo hoo!” Clare called. “Hey! Governor Moronicus! What do you think you’re doing?”

Clare’s voice carried like a tolling bell out over the rolling downs, and Allie saw Suetonius Paulinus raise a hand, signalling his troops to a halt.

“I think I’m winning!” Paulinus shouted jovially back, unfazed by Clare’s insult.

Maybe “moron” didn’t translate into Latin, Allie thought.

“I burned the sorcery out of the soil of Mona and Boudicca’s army shattered,” he called. “I can do the same here. Without their dark gods the defenders of this place too will fall and Rome will make of this land a civilization.”

“This land,” Clare shouted back, “and its defenders are going to kick your so-called civilized butt, you walking pop can!”

“Hit it, Al!”

Drawing on a deep-seated, unrequited love of dramatics, Allie mined her summer drama-camp experiences of years gone by—or rather, yet to come—and, filling her lungs with air again, called out at the top of her voice, “For Andrastaaaaa!”

Appearing as if by magic, leaping from the concealment of hollows and stands of long waving grass the marching Romans had already passed by, Marcus and the scathach, their ranks swelled by the princess Comorra and her Iceni warriors, rushed at the rearward flank of the Legion formation. The legionnaires, moving with mindless precision, pivoted half of their numbers and formed a square around Allie and Llassar, spreading out on either side to put up a solid shield wall in the hopes of stalling the attacking Celts while the rest of the soldiers and the sailors with their oilskins ran for the hilltop.

They didn’t even make it halfway.

Caught in the middle of the square formation, Allie suddenly felt as if she’d been struck by lightning. A wave of power coursed through her, and in the wake of her shouted invocation, a shrieking cacophony—the angry cries of what sounded like every raven that called the Maritimes home—filled the air with a deafening noise. The huge black birds came from all directions, blotting out the twilight-purple sky. They hid the face of the rising moon. The beating of their wings as they swooped and dove at the troops of soldiers evoked the sound of kettle drums beating out a war tattoo.

“There’s our air support, Llassar!” Allie shouted triumphantly as the legionnaires threw their shields up over their heads and dove for cover. A gap appeared in the soldiers’ ranks and Allie grabbed the burly Druid blacksmith by the hand. “Let’s go!”

As they ran, Manaw and his furry skraeling buddies suddenly appeared as if from nowhere, springing up from more hollows and divots in the ground, blurring like smoke on the wind as they transformed into their various beastie guises and scared the strappy leather skirts right off the Romans, who, if Allie remembered correctly, were a fairly superstitious lot to begin with.

The fight started off as reasonably well matched but things went downhill rather rapidly for poor old Suetonius Paulinus. With a bunch of sentient animals executing coordinated attacks on his troop flanks and a sky full of enormous, dagger-beaked birds snatching the firebrands right out of the hands of the terrified sailors—most of whom dropped to the ground and covered their heads, wailing pitifully—all that famous Roman discipline kind of hit the road, tires squealing. Eventually they were cornered, their backs to the green sloping wall of Big Hill. Suetonius ordered and threatened and swore until he was purple-faced, thunderously berating his men to keep fighting. Then suddenly the brutish legionnaire Junius broke ranks. He stepped forward into the open space between the Romans and the hill.

“No!” he shouted, his voice carrying across the darkened battlefield. “I will fight no more in this demon-plagued green hell at the end of the world.” He threw his sword to the ground where it stuck in the earth, point down and wavering. “I want no more of this place,” he said. “I only want to go home.”

“YOUR WISH, BIG FELLA, is my command,” Clare said.

She felt the power of Boudicca’s blood magic gathering beneath her skin. She’d always thought of it as a blood curse, but now she felt what it was like to know the pure potent fire of it, burning bright, fuelled not by Boudicca’s dark tragic rage but driven and controlled by Clare’s own will and her flaming desire to put things right. With her mind, she pushed the shimmering down through her arms and into the palms of her hands …

“Milo …” she said, and heard her own voice thrumming with power in the dusky air. “Connal … Open the doors, boys—let’s get this farewell party started!”

She thrust out her hands, slapping her palms flat on Connal’s painted chest, and watched in awe as crimson light flowed out from her fingertips into the blue-painted designs on his skin, the swirling lines sparkling and shading to vibrant purple pulses of light. Connal opened his arms wide as if he was opening a huge set of double doors, and Clare could actually see Milo—standing on his hill, in the far-distant future—doing the very same thing.

Between the three of them, they manifested a kind of super conduit—a vertex supremo—connecting themselves through time and, more importantly, through space. And now it was up to Clare to direct all that power flowing between them so that she could shape not the when but the where.

She felt herself begin to shimmer, but there was nowhere for her to shimmer to. She was right where she was supposed to be. Instead, she reached out to the places where everyone else was supposed to be.

She pictured Glastonbury Tor as it had looked on the night they’d gone to rescue Al, only with less fire and destruction. Just an empty, lonely hill. A place where she could dump a bunch of Roman soldiers that had just had the fight knocked out of them by Clare’s kickass best friend and a bunch of wild things. She would send Suetonius and his men back there. Then he could figure out how to explain to his buddy the emperor just exactly how he lost two ginormous cargo ships supposedly full of expensive trade goods and a whack-load of Celtic gold. And, she figured, if any of his men ever decided to spill the beans about their little transoceanic adventure, they’d probably be run out of the army on the grounds of bonkerdom.

As the conduit coalesced, Clare shouted out, “There is the place you left, Junius!”

He spun around and his eyes went wide beneath the brim of his helmet as he beheld the shimmering vision of the Tor in the middle of Somerset, seemingly close enough to walk to.

“Go back there now to those lands and make amends!” Clare continued. “Make peace with the Britons. Build, don’t destroy. But go now! Or stay here forever and be erased from all living memory.”

It didn’t take long for Junius and the rest of the Romans to decide.

They had lived through weeks of similar temporal vortexes. But this one could get them right back to the place they never should have left. It was kind of a no-brainer. Even to a guy like Suetonius Paulinus. For a moment it looked as though his men would either drag him through or leave him to his fate. But then the governor—soon-to-be ex-governor, but Clare wasn’t about to tell him that—stood tall, threw the scarlet cloak back over his shoulders, and stalked through the rift at the head of his column of men. As if it had been his idea all along.

Jerkass, Clare thought, and in the vault of her skull she heard Al thinking the same thing.

“Okay,” she thought in Al’s direction. “Playtime’s over! Get yourself and Llassar up here, pal. On the double!”

“Roger roger!”

After the last of the legionnaires and the bewildered sailors had stepped through the conduit’s mouth, Clare let the image of Glastonbury flicker and fade from her mind.

And for my next trick, Clare thought … and called up the picture of Bartlow Hills, the place where Boudicca was buried, vivid and bright in her mind’s eye. That image was reflected in a second conduit that shimmered and wavered, blooming in the air before her.

“Go!” She nodded to her boat-hauling Celtic contingent. “Send it through, guys.”

Together they heaved on the paddles lashed to the canoe and the booty-laden boat glided across the grassy hilltop and through the portal along with the men who would help Llassar dig all those holes in Snettisham.

“Llassar!” she called. “Get up here, buddy!”

Marcus ran to help Allie get the blacksmith the rest of the way up the hill, but it was Morholt, surprisingly, who got there first and gave Llassar his arm. But then, when the moment came for him to hand over the great golden torc so that the Druid master smith could take it with him back to Snettisham, Clare saw him hesitate. By the coruscating light of the undulating rift, she watched the conflicting surges of emotion chase each other across his face. She felt a brief rush of panic as Morholt lifted the torc up in front of his face and stared at it as if mesmerized. She remembered vividly the influence the thing had exerted on Dr. Ceciley Jenkins.

That’s not going to happen this time.

Clare was determined to use Boudicca’s blood magic for good this time. She would knit things back together rather than tear them apart. And Stuart Morholt was not—repeat not—going to derail that!

She glanced at Connal/Milo and saw that they were at the same near-breaking point. But as Morholt helped the Druid smith closer to the portal, his footsteps seemed to falter. He gazed down at the golden masterpiece clutched in his hand and his features washed over with naked longing.

“Give him the torc, Morholt, damn it!” Clare exclaimed through clenched teeth.

She half expected him to renege on their bargain in that last moment. But then Stuart Morholt did something that really quite surprised her. He turned to the Druid smith and, reaching out to grab his hand, shook it heartily.

Before handing over the torc, as if that had been his plan all along.

“My dear fellow,” he said, his voice warm. “It’s been … an experience. Take care of yourself, won’t you? Keep making magic. The world needs that, you know.”

Llassar nodded his thanks, his giant sausage fingers closing around the contours of the torc with gentle familiarity.

“You do good work, Master Smith.” Morholt clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m sorry I won’t have the chance to appreciate more of it up close.”

By “appreciate” Clare figured he really meant “profit handsomely by,” but under the circumstances she wasn’t about to call him on it. Llassar tucked the torc into a fold of his tunic. Clare thought he’d probably appreciate the fact that, for a time, it had been a showpiece in the British Museum and had drawn the appreciation of the world. But that it had also, perhaps fittingly, ultimately been lost to the mists of time and the spinning of time spirals.

“You need to get the torc and all the rest of the treasure to Snettisham, Llassar!” she called out. “Bury it! Stu! Give him the map!”

“What? Oh! Right!” Morholt dug around in a pocket of his tattered jumpsuit and found the map Clare had given him, complete with X-marks-the-spot pirate detailing.

Clare had never been to Snettisham and so couldn’t send Llassar exactly there, but Boudicca’s barrow was close, and she figured the blacksmith was certainly resourceful enough to get himself the rest of the way. Especially with the meticulously drawn little map Milo had provided her before she’d even left Glastonbury.

The burly Druid smith took the map and nodded to Clare. Then he smiled, reaching into a pouch at his belt and drawing forth the coin that Clare had asked him to magic up and turn into the shimmer trigger that would send her and her friends home. Llassar waited, standing on the threshold of the rift that would lead him back to Norfolk. Back to where it had all started. If not exactly when.

The earth-shattering sounds of the cosmos at war with itself tugged once more at Clare’s awareness. She turned to see Connal/Milo running with sweat and almost vibrating with the effort of manifesting the conduits. The spiral designs on Connal and Milo looked like they were glowing with the light from swallowed fireballs. The entire island was awash in cycling bands of phosphorescence, as if the aurora borealis itself had landed on the high hill and decided to hold a rave.

“Milo!” Clare gasped to see Milo’s ghosting image begin to flicker and spark. His eyes were open and staring and the patterns on his skin glowed. “Milo! You guys need to turn off the magic taps now or this whole island’s going to tear itself apart and you two with it. Tell Piper that’s her cue to get us all the hell out of here …”

To get them all together, Clare would have to break the circle. And that would break the connection between Milo and Connal. The conduits would fade soon after, and the only way to get home would be for Goggles to step up, or rather fly up, to the plate and call them home.

Which she did, brilliantly.

Clare scuffed the toe of her boot across the blood and sand circle and felt a shock wave expand outward as she did. Behind her Connal fell to his knees. Clare ran to join hands with Al, who’d already linked up with Marcus and Morholt. They stood before Llassar, who had one foot in the slowly fading conduit and held the shimmer coin high in the air so that Goggles could use it as a homing beacon to find the little band of travellers. There was a long moment of nothing … and then, out of the darkness above the chaos, the snow-white wings of an owl stretched out and the hunting bird floated silently across the sky.

It called once, twice …

Good, Clare thought. Way to go, Goggles. Piper …

A third time.

Llassar waited until the moment when Clare, Al, Marcus (holding on to Al via death grip), and Morholt (holding on to Marcus via death grip) began to shimmer. Then the Druid master smith stepped through the fading conduit and disappeared home.

Fireworks went off behind Clare’s eyes and her limbs began to tingle. Everything was working out totally according to plan. And then she remembered what it was she’d forgotten to do back in the cave when she’d packed her bags.

“Oh … damn,” she whimpered.

And let go of Al’s hand.
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“Allie!” Milo hugged her the instant she shimmered into a fully corporeal state—the first of the bunch to do so. Then, “Mark! Buddy!” he enthused. Even, “Stu! Hey! Glad you’re back.”

The summit of Big Hill was a babble of noise, Piper jumping up and down and crying “I did it! I did it!” and “Bloody hell— you’re Stu Morholt, aren’t you?”

“It’s Stuart—”

“I’ve heard a lot about you!”

Marcus whooped delightedly, rejoicing over a return to a world he never thought he’d see again. And then … the shimmer lights faded, and a sudden, shocking silence descended.

“Clare?”

Milo looked at Allie and saw that she’d gone completely white.

She looked down at her hand … her empty hand … and started to cry.

“No …” Milo glanced wildly around as if he’d somehow missed seeing Clare in all that wide-open space. “No! This is not. Happening. AGAIN! Not again …” His voice dropped to a ragged whisper. “What do we do? How do we get her back?”

Piper shrugged helplessly. The torc had been reinstated in the timeline. The circle that was broken had been mended. But Clare had been left behind.

“How?” Morholt asked, his expression stricken. “Why?”

“She let go,” Allie murmured. “She just … let go.”

They waited. For three hours they waited on the hilltop. Silent, pacing, screaming Clare’s name at intervals and hearing only the seabirds scream back. Both Allie and Piper tried to summon up their summoning powers to utterly no avail. They had no shimmer trigger to use as a beacon. Nothing to pinpoint Clare to call her home. The coin had gone with Llassar back to Britain and Clare was left with nothing.

Eventually—and Marcus and Milo almost came to blows over it—they came to the consensus that Clare wasn’t going to reappear on the summit of Big Hill. It was full dark as they headed back to the little rented cottage, but a harvest moon cast a silver fairyland glow on the landscape, beguiling and ethereal. None of them noticed.

Milo’s shoulders slumped as he unlocked the door of the cottage and they all stepped inside. “Piper,” he said, “I wouldn’t mind some tea right now …”

She dug the silver flask out of her pocket and wordlessly handed it over without even the pretense of a teacup. Milo took a long swallow—and almost choked on it when he heard a noise in the living room.

Ping.

He ran three long strides, lunged for his computer case where it lay on the coffee table, and hauled the machine out. He flipped open the top and grabbed the sides of the screen, lifting it up to his face. Allie, right behind him, peered over his shoulder and gasped. The second last image on the memory card had finally, finally unscrambled. It was a picture of Clare, her golden-brown hair more unruly than they’d ever seen it. There was a sad little smile on her face and she held up a sign:

I’m sorry!

Had to go back—forgot to leave the memory card with M.

My bad … I love you guys. So much. Please don’t worry.

C + C will take care of me. I’ll be okay. Tell Maggie. And my folks.

C.

And then, at the bottom of the canvas scrap, as if she knew how badly her friends would need to know she really was okay, Clare had jokingly written:

(Can one of you figure out how to send shampoo and Cheezies back?)

“Clare de Lune …” Milo whispered.

“That idiot,” Allie sobbed, her voice cracking.

“That ridiculously brave idiot,” Morholt said, not a hint of snark in the words.

Clare must have realized in the instant before the shimmer took hold that if the camera card didn’t get left behind with Mallora, inside Morholt’s diary, then nothing—absolutely nothing—would turn out the way it was supposed to. She hadn’t had a choice. To save them all, to maintain the integrity of the timeline—all of it, from the very instant the Snettisham Torc had been found in 1950—she’d had to let go. Sacrifice herself. Stay behind …

“She’s really gone,” Milo murmured.

“No.” Allie shrugged out of Marcus’s embrace and stepped up to stand toe to toe with her cousin, one finger pointing up into his face. “No!” she said again. “She is not gone. She is waiting patiently for us to figure out how to get her back. She contingencied once before. Maybe she did it again. But she needs us, Milo.”

“How?” He held his hands open to her. “What do we do?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“There’s still one photo left unscrambled,” Piper said. “That might be useful if it ever clears up … But I think our first step should be to go back. To Glastonbury. And Nick. And Clare’s aunt.”

“She’s right,” Allie said. “Maggie knows Clare better than anybody. And Ashbourne knows time travel. He also has the rest of the coins. Maybe … maybe there’s another trigger. I say Glastonbury is our best bet. We can all be back there in three days’ time. Meanwhile Clare has Connal and Comorra to look after her. Just as I had Marcus. She’ll be fine until then.”

“Right.” Milo turned away from Allie and reached out a finger to touch the image on the screen. “She’ll be fine. And if not? At least we can tell Maggie to her face that we lost her niece.”

THREE DAYS had never seemed so long.

Sure, the place was an island paradise. But Clare had never been able to spend much time on a beach before she started to get antsy and wish for a nearby mall. The nightly bonfires were pleasant enough but pointless without marshmallows, and sleeping in a cave was starting to get old.

In the days after the mega-shimmer, Connal and Comorra, along with their hairy new pals, had seen to it that the two Roman cargo vessels were stripped of anything useful then set adrift and scuppered. Clare had watched them sink for hours, silently amazed that no one had ever found their remains. Of course, surely no one had ever thought to even look. Roman ships on the bottom of the Gulf of St. Lawrence? Yeah, right!

Too bad I’ll never get to write a doctoral thesis on their discovery …

Or, y’know, my grade twelve finals …

Sitting on the beach, staring out to sea, Clare tugged her cloak tighter around her shoulders and sighed. When she’d first realized her mistake she’d been devastated. So close. So far.

So stupid. She shook her head, chastising herself for the umpteenth time. How could you possibly have been that stupid?

But then, deep down, she also realized that it had been sheer bloody luck that had gotten her even that far before she finally did something careless. Something with consequences. Real ones. And not just for her. At least she still had the memory card and the camera and so could let the others know she was okay. As okay as she could ever possibly be again … Her friends would be freaking, she knew.

Al, Maggie, her parents …

Milo.

So she’d written her farewell note and shown Connal how to take a picture. Then she’d spiralled into a two-day mopefest, curled up in her corner of the cave she now shared with Connal and Comorra. If only she hadn’t had to send the last trigger back with Llassar. If only Andrasta really did watch over her, the way Comorra had said she did. If only …

God, I miss shampoo …

Almost as much as she missed Milo. And Al.

It was her third day waking up as a temporal prisoner. She lay there, curled up on her pallet of furs and blankets, pale sunlight streaming in through the mouth of the cave. Clare clutched at the little silver necklace Milo had given her just before she left. Her fingertips traced the knotted endless-spiral design, a poor imitation of the kinds of designs Llassar used to craft, but dear and beautiful because of who had given it to her. If only Llassar was there to make her a trigger …

“Wait.”

She sat bolt upright.

“What on earth do I need Llassar for?”

What indeed? After everything she’d managed to accomplish—going with the magical flow, letting the Force guide her, conducting the mystical orchestra Like. A. Boss …

I’m no Padawan learner, she thought. No young apprentice. I’m a freaking Time Jedi! And I’m also seriously going to have to deprogram myself out of all these Star Wars references when I get home.

Because that was where she was going. When she was going.

She didn’t need Llassar to make her a shimmer trigger.

She had Connal’s magic and Mallora’s insights to help her make one on her own.

She had blood, and a silver pendant embossed—appropriately enough—with a spiral path. Boo-yah. And she now had the one thing missing that she’d needed for it all to fall into place. After a good night’s sleep or three, she’d finally figured out how to get a shimmer trigger into the hands of her friends.

Stuart Morholt’s Magical Mystery Diary.

Clare hopped up out of bed, made up a second sign, grabbed her camera, and went to go wake her up some Druiddyn.

TO HER CREDIT, Maggie’s emotional collapse was brief and to the point. But that was largely because Milo still carried his computer case with him everywhere he went. At the news of Clare’s grim fate, Maggie’s knees went out from under her and she sank down into the camp chair in Ashbourne’s tent. Allie, determined to hold out hope for Clare’s return, had convinced Milo not to say anything until they were face to face with Clare’s aunt.

“Oh, duckling,” Maggie said, covering her face with her hands, a sob catching in her throat. “What will I tell your parents?”

“Magda,” Ashbourne said gently. “I’m so sorry …”

Milo slung the computer bag off his shoulder and handed it to Allie before rushing to kneel at Maggie’s side. He wrapped his arms around her and she collapsed a little into the embrace.

“It’s okay,” he said, lying. “It’s going to be okay …”

Ping.

“Milo …”

He barely heard Allie call his name.

“Milo!” she called again. “Look!”

He lifted his head and saw that she’d fished his computer out of the case and opened it. Through the haze of disbelief, he saw that the very last picture on the memory card had descrambled at last. Maggie’s breath caught in her throat as she leaped to her feet and together they crowded around Allie and the machine. The image on the screen was the most beautiful thing Milo had ever seen.

Clare. Smiling.

Standing in bright sunlight beneath the red and purple cliffs of Entry Island and holding up one last sailcloth message:

Hey guys!
Forget the Cheezies. Don’t tell my parents.
Just look in the front of Stu’s diary.
And shimmer me timbers! Ha!
xox, C.
(I’m kind of a genius and stuff!)

Piper already had the diary out and was flipping to the front cover. She handed it over and Milo’s fingers trembled as he tried to gently pry the backing paper off the Moleskine’s front cover.

“Oh, just rip the damned thing open!” Piper blurted.

“Hey now!” Morholt protested, but shut up when Milo tore through the endpaper.

There was something there all right. Something that—for the second time—had definitely not been there before. Milo turned the diary upside down and shook it … and a little silver charm fell out. The silver spiral pendant he’d picked out of Piper’s display case. Allie let out an ear-shattering whoop of joy and dove face-first into her messenger bag, emerging seconds later with Milo’s Swiss Army knife and brandishing it like a maniac.

“Goggles!” she shouted.

“I’m on it!” Piper snatched the pendant from Milo’s palm. Then she ran over to Allie and the two of them knelt on the grassy floor of the tent facing each other.

“I’ve got to hand it to her,” Piper said, shaking her head and holding out her thumb to the point of Allie’s knife blade. “That girl is as crazy as a barrel full of monkeys, but when it comes to time travel—”

“She’s the best damn monkey there is!” Allie said, watching the bright blood bead on her own thumb pad. “C’mon. Let’s trigger this shimmer and bring her home. It’s time.”

IT HAD TAKEN ALL DAY. And a lot of cursing—not the magical kind. But finally Clare’s objet du shimmer was completed to everyone’s hopeful satisfaction. Even Mallora was smiling at the end of it all, and Clare was pleased to see that some of the colour had returned to the Druid priestess’s cheeks.

“Goodbye, Mallora,” she said, hugging her. “At least I hope so. We’ll know soon enough, I guess. There’s nothing I’ve forgotten to do this time. I know it.”

She handed over the diary, which she’d double- and triplechecked, having sealed up the camera card inside the back cover and the little silver pendant—now a freshly magicsaturated shimmer trigger—inside the front. As Mallora took the journal from her hands, Clare felt a tiny, searing flash pop deep in her brain. As if she’d just closed an open circuit. Completed a connection and repaired a temporal current. Finally. Then she left the cave, feeling light on her feet and triumphant.

The sun had set completely and a full moon was rising. A harvest moon, from the looks of it. Huge and yellow in the cloudless sky, it shone down like a spotlight on the pale, wide wings of a snow-white owl swooping out of the east. And on the gleaming indigo wings of the raven flying beside it.

“YES!” Clare shouted, throwing her arms in the air.

The raven called out once.

“Allie Freaking McAllister, you’re the best!”

The owl hooted.

“Way to be, Goggles!”

The raven called again …

Clare turned just in time to see Comorra and Connal running from the cave.

“Goodbye,” she called, waving wildly to the friends she would—she hoped—never see again. “Be happy! And thanks for giving me the time of my life!”

They waved back and Clare felt herself begin to shimmer out of that world and back into her own. Her own place, her own time … her own life. She felt the blood sing in her veins and she knew, without a shadow of doubt, that Milo McAllister would be waiting when she got there. As she drifted from history, she thought of Boudicca. Of her fierceness, and her fiery spirit, and her horrible end. She wished the queen had known that her daughter lived on, happily and in love, in a fresh new world.

She thought that might have brought the tragic queen some measure of peace.

And then she heard a voice, smoky and low, whisper in her mind. “I know …”

Clare’s blood, cursed and blessed, two sides of the same coin, had done that much at least. Take that, time monkeys, she thought.

And shimmered away to nothing under the light of the full moon.
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“I think it’s a fabulous idea!” Piper enthused as she snapped shut the lid on a plastic bin full of dig equipment. “No more dusting display cases? The thrill of the hunt? Fleecing unwary tourists and lots of fresh air? I’m in!”

The Glastonbury Dig project was over and packing up for another year. For ever, actually. The grad students had all been sent home and Professor Nicholas Ashbourne, ex-praefect of the Imperial Legion of Rome, had decided to pack it in for good. After all those long years, it seemed, he’d finally found what he’d been searching for.

Stuart Morholt, on the other hand, not so much. And it was Morholt’s suggestion that Ashbourne join forces with him and go in search of that very thing. A lost bag of Druid booty to be exact. Together they’d convinced Piper to close up shop in Glastonbury, move north to Norfolk, and start fresh—with a trio of metal detectors and a treasure-hunting tourist service. One big, happy, utterly whacko family. Not only would they have the chance to get to know each other in a new place, but the potential financial upside was irresistible.

“There were thirteen bags on that galley,” Morholt said, pouring himself another cup of tea from a thermos that was the only thing left on the tent’s folding camp table. “I know. I counted. Several times.”

Nicholas Ashbourne tugged thoughtfully on the end of his moustache (which, Clare had noticed, he’d rather drastically trimmed since they’d all—including, finally, Clare herself— returned to Glastonbury a few days earlier) and said, “It’s true. They’ve only ever found twelve treasure hoards. It’s likely there’s still one out there waiting to be discovered. And with my archaeological expertise—”

“Then it’s settled!” Piper exclaimed, in her element with not one but two grandfather figures to boss around. “Gimble, Ashbourne, and Morholt, Treasure Seekers Incorporated, will set up shop in Snettisham this fall.”

Morholt snorted. “That’s Morholt, Gimble, and—”

“Not likely, gramps.” Piper snatched the teacup from his hands, slugged its contents, and packed the cup, clearly eager to get the show on the road. And on it continued, Piper cheerfully bullying her newfound relations with plots and plans, happy as a clam at high tide.

Clare stifled a wicked grin, exchanged a knowing glance with Al, and went back to sealing up the box she was packing. She didn’t bother mentioning to Goggles & Co. that, really, the odds of finding the thirteenth hoard were slim to none. In Snettisham, anyway. Maybe one day, if they decided to dig deep in the back of a cave on a little island across the ocean, those odds might improve significantly … but Clare didn’t feel any pressing need to share that information. She needed at least one discovery left undiscovered. One secret she could keep all to herself. Well, one secret she could share with Al, and Al alone.

Not exactly a contingency. More like … a reminder.

And the knowledge that some things could stay hidden forever, magical, untouched, but there.

Maggie, whose keen-eyed gaze hadn’t left Clare since Al and Goggles had successfully summoned her back through time, must have caught the lip twitch that Clare couldn’t quite control.

She pulled Clare aside. “They’re not going to find a thirteenth hoard, are they?”

“Come on, Mags,” Clare protested innocently. “Those three? Who knows what they’ll find! I’m sure there’s all sorts of crazy stuff still to be discovered up in Snettisham. Bloody Nicky’ll have them digging marvellous trenches until their fingers fall off. And Piper might be the only person I’ve met—other than me and Al and you, of course—who’s more than a match for Morholt’s nefarious evil-doer routine. If nothing else, she’ll keep him in line.”

“I dare say she just might.” Maggie nodded. “And, really, the museum could always use a nice new find or two … perhaps they’ll get lucky.”

“That’s the spirit!” Clare grinned. “Just, while I’m back at school, don’t let Morholt near Boudicca’s tomb, okay?”

“Oh, don’t worry.” Maggie glanced over at him. “I think even he would give pause for thought before tangling with the old girl again. Now come on, ducklings …”

She held the tent flap open for Clare and Al, and nodded to where Marcus and Milo were standing by Maggie’s van. The ex-legionnaire and ex-Druid mapmaker had agreed to be roomies back in London until Marcus settled into life in the twenty-first century. They’d already started planning on a trip—another trip, rather more conventional this time—to Canada so that they could spend Christmas with the girls.

“I’ve got to get you two troublemakers back to London,” Maggie said. “We’ve only two weeks left to get some proper shopping in before you’re back on the plane home.”

“Better a plane than a boat,” Al said with a grimace.

“You know,” Clare mused airily as she walked beside Al, “flying is just like time travel.”

“Uh-huh.” Al grinned and rolled her eyes. “Where have I heard that before?”

“Tempus fugit, pal.” Clare threw an arm around Al’s shoulders. “Time flies.”
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