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This book is for Kitty, who came up with the idea for the cover, and who is the bravest, cleverest, funniest, kindest daughter a father could wish for.


Part One

Four decisions and their immediate consequences


1

New York, America East, 2141

It was only when she reached the top of the staircase and burst through the door on to the deserted roof that Jana decided to die.

She’d died once before and it wasn’t so bad, but she’d hoped to avoid doing it again for a while.

She scanned left and right, searching for some sliver of hope; a skylight, a fire escape, some form of cover, a discarded crowbar to use as a weapon. There was nothing. All she could see were the flat, featureless slabs of reconstituted rubber that formed the skyscraper’s top seal. At the far edge of the roof was a small concrete lip beyond which rose the skyline of New York, shimmering in the heat.

The skyscraper was an old twentieth-century construction, forty storeys high. Once it had dominated the skyline, but now it was dwarfed by the looming organic skytowns that twined sinuously up into the cloud base.

Even so, it was quiet on the roof. The noises of the city didn’t reach up here. Jana knew the membrane windows of the skytowns masked hives of furious activity, but here it felt tranquil and deserted.

She was easily visible from a thousand offices. Should anyone glance down at the city for a second, they would be able to see Jana, hands on knees, gasping for breath, sweat-drenched, scared and alone in the middle of a flat, black roof. Would anyone spare her a second glance? She was standing at the heart of one of the most densely populated cities on Earth, but she felt entirely alone, just as she always did.

A shout broke her reverie.

‘Up here, the roof!’

Jana straightened and began to walk towards the edge. She felt a sudden calm at the certainty of what was about to happen. There was something liberating about having no choice.

She actually smiled as she approached the edge and looked down at the city streets so far below. Traffic was backed up along Broadway again, but the cabs and buses flew serenely in their dedicated lanes, speeding above the general traffic, untroubled by the congestion at ground level.

There in the middle distance she picked out the old stone buildings that ringed Central Park, the prosperous sector of town that she called home; a ghetto of lawyers, technocrats and bankers. Her mother would be there now, working on her speech for tonight’s big event.

Jana wondered whether her mother would hear about her death in time to cancel. She imagined her standing on the podium in front of the serried ranks of cameras and dignitaries, mid-speech, as an aide walked on to the stage nervously and whispered in her ear. Jana saw her mother’s face crumple and blur, her knees weaken as she slumped forward against the lectern in shock.

A nice thought, but it was more likely she’d show some of that famous stony-faced resolve.

After all, she’d make sure that her daughter would only be dead for a month or so.

‘There she is.’

Jana raised her head and glanced over her shoulder. Three young men had emerged on to the roof behind her. She turned to face them, the backs of her calves pressing against the cold concrete of the roof lip.

She’d not had a good opportunity to study them during the pursuit. She’d never seen them before, but twenty minutes earlier they had leapt at her out of an alleyway and tried to bundle her into a waiting car. She had struggled free and run. A number of times she’d thought herself safe, but each time they’d caught up to her again. Now, trapped at the edge of a roof, there was nowhere left for her to run.

The men all carried improvised weapons. The one on the left, with the scar on his cheek and the shock of bright red hair, brandished a thick metal bar. The one on the right, the short one, wielded a wide-blade knife. The middle one, the tall leader with the cold sneer on his thin lips, had a chain dangling from his left hand.

‘Who are you?’ Jana shouted. ‘What do you want?’

They fanned out and began to walk towards her, panting with exertion after the long pursuit.

‘Remember our orders,’ said the leader to his mates. ‘She wants the head intact.’

She’d been assuming they were a gang from the favelas, hunting for rich kids on a day trip to the big city, but this odd statement caused her to reconsider. Some mysterious woman wanted her head? She spent a second trying to make sense of this, but couldn’t, so dismissed it as a problem for later.

Much later.

When the three youths were within a few metres of her Jana grinned. The one with the scar paused, unsure how to respond, but the other two kept coming and he soon resumed his advance.

Smoothly, without taking her eyes off her would-be murderers, Jana stepped up and back on to the thin ledge. The leader stopped dead and put his arms out to indicate that his friends should stop too. They did so.

The leader cocked his head to one side, curious, sizing up Jana’s resolve. He looked uncertain. He had thought he was in control here, but now it seemed that his cornered prey had seized the initiative.

Finally, he spoke.

‘You haven’t got the guts,’ he said.

So Jana smiled, spread her arms wide, closed her eyes, and leaned back into space.

She felt her feet leave the concrete and the wind buffet her back, roaring in her ears. Her stomach felt hollow and her senses told her she was cutting through the updraughts of the city that was rushing to meet her.

But she didn’t hit the ground for a hundred and twenty-eight years.

Cornwall, England, 1640

Theodora Predennick failed to stifle a yawn. She wasn’t accustomed to rising so early. Being dressed and busy in the pre-dawn gloom felt unnatural. All her life, summer and winter, she had been woken by the first rays of the rising sun, and had retired to bed as the skies above her village turned black.

Her grandmother had warned her about the things that walked abroad after dark: goblins, werewolves, fair folk, and girls with wickedness in their hearts. Good girls were safely tucked up behind stout wooden doors come sunset. Dora had always been a good girl.

Her new dress pinched at her ribs. She adjusted the wretched thing to try and reduce the chafing as she worked the lump of dough on the table before her, kneading and pounding the mixture into submission.

The logs on the huge kitchen hearthstones crackled and spat as the damp bark was scorched away. The newly dried wood began to catch alight, billowing fresh smoke up the chimney and casting a warm glow that lightened the gloom.

When Dora was satisfied that the dough was ready she set it by the fireplace in a cloth-lined wicker basket so it could rise in the spreading warmth. It was time to light the fire beneath the baking oven.

She had just lifted the iron tongs, intending to prise a log from the main fire and use it to spark the smaller one, when she paused. Had she heard something?

No. Not at this hour. The master was still abed and cook wasn’t likely to rise for some time. She’d only been working at Sweetclover Hall for a week, but she already had a good sense of the daily rhythm. At this time she was invariably the only person awake. She must have imagined it.

She leaned forward, the heat licking at her skin. She prised the tongs open and grasped a burning log in the metal jaws.

Once more she froze. There it was again. She was sure she’d heard it this time. She bit her lip nervously. What to do?

The horizons of Dora’s life were not wide. She had travelled beyond the borders of her village only twice. Once, when she was five, to visit her paternal grandfather as he lay dying in a neighbouring village, three miles to the south. The only other time had been last week, when she’d left home to enter service here.

She hadn’t wanted to leave. She had begged her father to change his mind, but he stood firm. Dora was fourteen now, a grown woman, he said. It was time she made her way in the world. Did she want to stay stuck in Pendarn tending goats for the rest of her life?

Dora had wanted to do exactly that, but her parents wouldn’t hear of it. They’d secured her a position as scullery maid at the big house and she was to start immediately.

Who knew, with some dedication and luck she might be cook herself one day, her mother had told her. Imagine that, a Predennick cook at the big house! Her mother’s breast had swelled with anticipated pride as she waved her tearful daughter goodbye.

Everything that Dora had experienced since then – every sight, sound, smell, texture and taste – had been fresh and new. Some people would have responded with excitement at the novelty, but not Dora. She longed for the comfort of familiarity and the safe, reassuring sameness of the life she had left behind. She was not curious about much of anything.

And yet, perhaps all the newness had inspired her; perhaps she was becoming confident of her ability to cope with the unexpected; perhaps she was just foolish. But as she stood in front of the fire, straining to hear what she was sure was the moan of pain drifting through the dark, deserted corridors, she made an uncharacteristic decision.

She lit a candle, and decided to investigate.

Cornwall, England, 2014

Kazik Cecka was cold, wet, tired and hungry when he finally decided to stop running and find somewhere to rest.

The cloudless night was full-moon bright, the raindrops picked out in flashes of silver, and the air was fresh with the first chill of autumn. Kaz pulled his tattered jacket tight and considered his options.

He was miles from the nearest town, in open countryside. He could see a copse of trees on the other side of the field, a dark interruption in a horizon which stretched away as far as the eye could see; undulations of ploughed fields and pasture.

He had hoped that by now he would see the welcoming orange glow of a small town or village, but there was nothing; if there was a town nearby, the clear skies and full moon were swamping its light pollution and keeping its location a secret.

Sighing, he decided that the copse offered his best chance of shelter. He trudged across the field, avoiding the sleeping cows. At least he was wearing the new Gore-Tex boots his father had bought for him before their fight, so his feet were warm and dry. Unlike the rest of him.

This was not the adventure he had been hoping for when he’d run away from home.

Not for the first time he replayed the afternoon’s events in his head, questioning his actions, wishing that just this once he’d managed to keep his cool and not shoot his mouth off. But even as he chided himself for his temper he found his pulse quickening and the sense of injustice and anger rising inside him again.

It wasn’t fair. He’d worked hard in the orchards all day, every day. He’d allowed himself to be exploited and abused, and had never complained about the hours, the accommodation, the flea-ridden mattress and the harsh, cheap vodka. To then find that his wages were docked to pay for the food he was given, food not fit to serve to pigs and which could only have cost a fraction of what the farmer was taking from his pay packet to cover it … it was too much for him to bear.

A week’s worth of beaten-down resentment, simmering anger and carefully nurtured scorn had burst out of him in a furious tirade directed at his employer. The farmer had shrugged and smiled the condescending smile of someone confronted by a powerless underling. It was that smug grin that had finally pushed Kaz too far.

He wouldn’t deny that he’d enjoyed holding the farmer down in the mud and forcing the pigswill down his throat, but he had to admit that it wasn’t the best choice he’d ever made. He’d been run off the farm at the barrel of a shotgun.

Now here he was, far from home, nowhere to sleep, no money in his pocket, and no passport; that had been confiscated by the farmer when he’d arrived in Cornwall ten days ago.

It was fake anyway. His father had the real one in safekeeping. The man who’d organised the whole thing, a minor gangster in the small Polish town Kaz called home, had provided him with a new identity to get him into the UK. It would have taken three months’ work to pay off that debt.

He stopped walking as a terrible thought occurred to him. The gangster would reclaim that money somehow. If he stayed on the run, there was a good chance he would go after his father, adding whatever rate of interest he chose.

Kaz cursed his own selfishess as he realised that it wasn’t just himself that he’d let down. As angry as he was with his father, he didn’t wish him any harm. But what could he do about it now? He dismissed the thought. He’d worry about that tomorrow.

He jogged to the edge of the trees, trying to get his blood pumping. An English boy might have worried about spending the night outside in such weather, but Kaz had spent many winters in parts of the world where the temperature regularly sat below zero for months at a time. He was unconcerned by the idea of a slight frost.

As soon as he walked under the canopy of the trees, he noticed the copse was not what it seemed. Once through the first layer of trees he found himself in the ruins of a formal garden. In the shadows he could just make out the ghostly impressions of old walkways winding between wildly overgrown hedges which loomed over him in the darkness. A crumbling stone statue stood forlorn in the basin of a long-dry fountain, wreathed in ivy. And rising above it all, the three turrets of an old mansion.

Kaz pushed through the thick undergrowth until he saw a glint of metal in the darkness ahead. He stepped forward cautiously and was confronted by a tall chain-link fence that weaved in between the brambly hedges.

He peered through the fence and was able to make out the silhouette of the house beyond the perimeter. It was huge and old, but it appeared derelict. Had it not been for the shiny new fence he’d have thought the house long forgotten.

Nonetheless, an abandoned house in the middle of nowhere was too big a stroke of good fortune to ignore. He was about to start climbing the fence when he noticed a gap at ground level where the wire had broken apart. He could fit through there, easy.

Had he not been so cold, tired and preoccupied by his earlier actions, he might have paused to wonder why a brand-new fence had a hole in it; he might have examined the hole more closely and noticed that the links had been cut deliberately; he might have wondered whether the hole was in fact an invitation, or a trap.

But he didn’t.

He slithered through the opening and approached the moonlit house thinking only of dryness and sleep.

The man in the security centre nudged the joystick, guiding the CCTV camera to follow the boy’s progress towards the building.

He’d been sat in the Portakabin for months waiting for the boy to arrive, and he almost couldn’t believe the moment was finally here. He felt a rush of adrenaline and shifted nervously in his seat. He’d waited a long time for this.

The boy had no idea at all what was waiting for him inside those walls. The security guard did, and felt sorry for him. He knew what it meant, what it would cost, and who would die if he let the boy set foot in that house.

He could still change his mind. He could pick up his torch and run out after the boy, scare him away. Or, perhaps, give him shelter, share a cup of coffee, send him on his way at dawn. He could do that. He could change everything.

He sat back in his chair and took another sip of tea. No, it was too late to second-guess himself now, way too late. He’d made his decision, he had to abide by it.

He watched on the monitor as the boy stepped across the threshold of the great house and was swallowed by the waiting darkness.


2

Dora cracked open the heavy oak kitchen door, poked her head out into the stone-flagged, wood-panelled corridor, and listened intently.

The silence was absolute. Again she doubted her ears, but as she was about to withdraw she heard a soft rustle of fabric and a low moan. It was hard to be sure, but it sounded like a woman.

She felt a thrill of fear.

In the village they spoke of Lord Sweetclover in deferential tones of respect. No one had a bad word to say about him. He was good-natured, front and centre at all the big festivals of the year, everything a lord of the manor should be. True, there had been some concern when his father died a few years back, rumours that the young master was wayward and wanton, but he had assumed the role without complaint and had done nothing to bring disgrace to the district.

But here in the house there were whisperings amongst the staff. No one knew Dora well enough yet to confide any details to her, but there’d been enough knowing winks and slow, meaningful nods of the head from the stable boy, gardener and kitchen maid. She was aware of an undercurrent of disapproval and caution. The master, she had surmised, was not as lily white as everyone believed; he had just decided to be more discreet once he had assumed the title and its responsibilities.

She had seen him only twice, when she’d taken platters into the dining room. He was a tall man in his mid-thirties, dark haired with a hint of grey at the temples; heavy browed, with deep brown eyes and a fine, square jaw. Somehow all the fine features, which should have rendered him rakish and handsome, failed to fit together as they should. The impression he gave was of solidity rather than panache.

Still, he was unmarried and Dora, unworldly though she was, was not entirely naïve. She had little doubt that he rarely took to his bedchamber alone unless he desired the solitude. Dora thought it likely that he took liberties with the kitchen maid, probably Mary, the coach master’s daughter, and possibly even Cook.

However, he did not flaunt his conquests, and nobody seemed to find his behaviour outrageous enough to require their departure. He was lord of the manor, and rank had its privileges.

Now here stood Dora, in a dark corridor lit only by the candle she held, hearing the moans of what sounded like a woman in pain emanating from the open door of the undercroft.

Her every instinct was to close the door and go back to the baking. This was not her business and it could only lead to trouble. Imagine her parents’ disappointment and shame if she were sent back to the village in disgrace, dismissed for prying into the affairs of her betters.

On the other hand, they would not want her to stay in a house serving a master who might place Dora’s virtue, or even her life, in danger. She held the lowest position within the household. If the master were to take a fancy to her and drag her down into his undercroft to share the fate of the poor woman whose moans now disturbed the silence of the house, she would be powerless to stop him.

She had to find out. It was probably her imagination running away with her, but it had never so much as strolled before so she was quite surprised to find it running, especially at this ungodly hour.

Maybe Cook had got up early, gone down there for some wine and slipped on the stairs.

That was it. Only explanation that made any sense.

Satisfied that she had hit upon the truth, Dora stepped confidently through the undercroft door and peered down the steps.

And screamed.

The security guard was suddenly aware that he was not alone. A tiny creak, the softest of rustling, a gentle shift in the lean of the Portakabin.

‘Hello,’ said a soft voice in his ear. ‘I wondered how you were going to do this.’

The security guard swivelled in his chair. The figure before him was short and slender, clothed entirely in black, even the head and face. Only a small slit allowed him to see his visitor’s eyes. The handle of a sword poked up behind their shoulder. Ninja-chic.

‘I applied for a job,’ he said. ‘Seemed the best way. Keep a low profile. Hacked the system, got myself posted here. Sat and waited. It’s been fun, if I’m honest. I’ve actually lived in one time and place for three months. No one hunting me. I lived a normal life for a while. Followed a soap opera. Even dated a bit.’ He slapped his thigh, as if providing a full stop. ‘Over now, though. He’s here. It’s starting.’ He considered the black-clad figure curiously. ‘Surprised to see you. Checking up on me?’

‘Just passing through. Making sure things go as they should.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said the security guard with a small laugh. ‘You’re my back-up.’

‘Something like that.’

The shadowy figure leaned forward to read the security guard’s name badge. ‘Steve. Hmm.’

‘What?’

‘I never took you for a Steve.’

The visitor turned to the screens. Kaz was visible on one of them, picking his way through the overgrown garden to the hall. ‘So. Everybody’s on their way.’

‘He tripped a pressure alarm about five minutes ago,’ said Steve. ‘A team’s already en route.’

‘I’ll get out of your hair, then. Good luck.’ The black-clad visitor stepped out of the Portakabin and was swallowed by the night.

‘You too,’ said Steve, more to himself than to his already departed guest.

Then he put the kettle on, made another cup of tea, took a sip, thought again, tipped it out the door onto the soft earth, pulled a small flask out of his jacket pocket, poured a large measure of whiskey into the paper cup, drank it in one, then poured another and resumed his seat, ready to watch the fireworks.

Jana was expecting a bone-shattering impact and a long silence. Instead, a second or two into her fall, she felt a tug upwards. Her first thought was that it was a freak gust of wind momentarily slowing her descent, but the tug increased. It felt as if the gravity that pulled her down was fighting an opposite force that wanted to pull her skywards.

She opened her eyes and gasped. She was hovering in mid-air, surrounded by a halo of coruscating bright red sparks, like some kind of human firework.

Instinctively Jana activated her ENL chip, intending to scan the quantum physics database for anything that could explain the impossible phenomenon that hovered above her. The chip at the base of her skull responded with a treatise on eating habits during the English Civil War of the seventeenth century.

Jana was so surprised by this that it took her a moment to realise that the world around her was darkening, as if a huge cloud was blocking out the sun.

She hadn’t made a sound as she’d fallen to certain death, but she screamed in terror as the darkness deepened and she felt her body being crushed by forces too strong to resist. She only stopped screaming when blackness entirely filled her sight, blotting out the sky, and then …

She was lying on a hill, cool grass in the crisp morning air. Bright blue sky, birdsong, the buzz of insects. She heard a noise above her so she sat up and raised her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. Squinting, she could see a plane – no, a missile, a huge missile – arcing down from heaven, trailing fire and smoke, screaming towards the Earth and then …

Hot, bright sun, sound of surf, dry air in her nose, sand underfoot, the eyes of a lizard regarding her with listless, heat-sated lethargy. It flicked out its tongue at her. Unsure what to do, she flicked her tongue out in response and then …

In a crowd, jostled and shoved by hot sweaty bodies. Smell of stale beer and cigarettes. Loud noise, almost deafening, screech of electric guitar, flash of coloured lights, big screens above her displaying a man in a gold lamé suit smoking a cigar and wearing red plastic devil horns, and then …

A clean white room, sterile and silent but for the soft hum of air conditioning and electric lights. A door flung open and a tall, fat man in a white lab coat running towards her, shouting, ‘Take my hand, quickly, take my hand.’ Reaching out to the man and then …

A street. Ruined buildings to her left and right, sound of gunfire and explosions. Impossible butterscotch sky. A tank, hovering above the rubble, floating towards her through the smoke. A hand on her shoulder, turning to face … herself, with a gash across her forehead and blood in her eyes. ‘You’ll be all right,’ she told herself. ‘I can’t tell you how or why, but you’ll be all right. I promise. Oh, and—’ Then …

Freefall …

Dora had witnessed plenty of awful things in her life.

There was a man in her village with a gaping wound on his neck that had oozed pus since before she could remember. Her grandfather had a tumour on his face when he passed away, as big as his nose. Her younger brother had died after a tiny cut on his leg had become infected, and an infection had taken him from the world in the slowest, cruellest way possible.

Dora had seen all these things and accepted them as normal. Deformity and sickness did not disturb her. She had a strong stomach.

But the woman on the undercroft stairs wasn’t sick, she was ruined.

She was covered in terrible burns. Her clothes had melted into her skin, and one of her legs hung down over the stone steps at an angle that told of numerous broken bones. She was barely breathing.

But that wasn’t the worst.

Her right arm reached out towards Dora as though grasping for aid, but the other was withered and bent, and it was blurry, faded, as if seen through water. One second it was there, the next it was transparent, then it was back again.

The woman was not only entirely beyond repair, she also wasn’t entirely there.

Dora had no idea what to do. She couldn’t imagine what could have happened to this poor woman, or how she had found her way to the undercroft. It was plain that no physician could save her.

If she shouted for help, the master may come running. But what if he had done this terrible thing? And what, then, might he do to her?

She stood in the doorway, looking down at the woman, frozen. Then she heard the noise of a door opening upstairs, and footsteps on the landing above her. Her scream had woken the house.

‘Dora,’ gasped the injured woman, as if squeezing out the syllables was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

Dora felt helpless. She peered more closely, trying to reconstruct the ravaged face. Was it someone she knew? The footsteps above reached the top of the main staircase.

Dora scurried down the undercroft steps until she reached the prone figure.

‘Mistress, pardon me, but what can I do to help?’

The woman reached her hand up and grasped at the air.

‘Hand …’ she wheezed.

So Dora, eager to give comfort to the dying woman, fought back her revulsion and reached out to take the offered hand. But before she could make contact, a spark of crimson fire leapt from the woman’s fingers, arcing between her and Dora and then …

Dora was suspended in mid-air on a bright sunny day, screaming in alarm as she fell onto a cushion of bright fabric, the likes of which she had never seen before. She bounced clumsily back up into the air, her skirts flapping and her arms waving. Then back down again and a series of lessening bounces until she sprawled in a heap and looked up into the eyes of ten startled children, all in their stockinged feet, wearing the strangest garments she had ever seen. ‘Big kids aren’t allowed on the bouncy castle,’ said one prim, outraged little girl. And then …

Sprawling on the floor of a chamber hewn from rock – large, silent, ice cold – was she in a cavern? A grey half-light picked out floor-to-ceiling racks of cocoons, each containing the blurred outline of a person. There were thousands of them, stretching away into the darkness. She rose to her feet and saw movement in the distance – three tiny figures, so far away. They were waving. She raised her hand to wave back and then …

Water, shockingly cold, up to her neck. She sank beneath the surface before she could even take a breath. Her clothes dragged her down into the dark, suffocating depths. She thrashed and struggled, and broke the surface with her face. She caught a glimpse of a large boat under sail, a warship or a privateer, perhaps. She sank back beneath the water before she could call to it. She fought her way up again, her face breaking the surface for a second time. She managed to raise one arm out of the sea and wave at the distant ship, but the cold and the weight of her dress were too much. She sank again, fast. She felt her ears pop, felt the pressure increase on her as she realised she was about to die. Animal panic pulled open her mouth to try and take a breath to ease the fire in her lungs. And then …

Lying in a puddle, gasping like a landed fish on the floor of a clean white room, sterile and silent but for the soft hum of unseen engines. There was light without fire and warmth without sunlight. Breathing hard now, wild eyed with terror and confusion, Dora cried aloud when the door opened and a tall, fat man in a strange white jacket came into the room. He walked forward slowly, anxious not to startle her. He reached out. ‘Take my hand. Take my hand and everything will be all right.’ But even through her fear she wasn’t going to make that mistake again. She scrambled back against the wall, gabbling refusals and protestations. Her back hit the hard wall and then …

Awful, deafening noise. A huge explosion next to her and she was sprawling in rubble, crying and screaming and begging for it to stop. Hands on her shoulders, pulling her backwards. She struggled but then there were hands on her feet, and she was lifted bodily into the air and carried away. Dumped on the ground behind a low brick wall. Bangs and crashes and strange, devilish humming. She coughed as the foul smoke and dust clogged her wet nostrils and frantic, gasping lungs. Hands on her face, forcing her to look up into the bright blue eyes of a young man with close-cropped black hair. Over his shoulder she could see a dark-skinned girl carrying some type of musket. She had a nasty wound across her forehead that leaked blood down across her face. ‘Calm down, Dora, breathe,’ said the boy. ‘It’s OK. You’re all right. It’s a lot to handle first time. I remember. But you need to concentrate, you’ll only be here for moment. I need you to listen, yes?’ Dora nodded, shaking. The boy’s accent was strange, foreign.

‘Don’t.’ Yelled the dark-skinned girl. ‘You mustn’t tell her …’ But she was interrupted by a series of small explosions that drew her attention away. She raised her odd musket and began shooting beams of light at unseen attackers.

The boy bit his lip, worried, but continued speaking. ‘There is one thing you need to know.’ He leaned forward, as if to whisper in her ear, but then …

Darkness, night-time, winter cold made worse by wet clothes. Firelight through trees and the soft chanting of human voices. She did not know what language they were using, but it was not English. She ran forward, hoping for aid, but found herself standing on the edge of a clearing facing a burning pyre. Tied to a post in the centre of the conflagration was a young woman who screamed and screamed as the flames licked up her legs and her dress caught fire. The crowd stood singing songs to the dying victim; Dora presumed they sang in hope of speeding her to salvation from her wickedness. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The witch’s face was the same face that Dora had seen looking back at her in the mirror a hundred times. The witch was her! Dora screamed in mortal terror as she watched herself begin to burn. The crowd turned, saw her, cried in horror at the impossibility of it, and then …

Freefall …

Sweetclover Hall sat shadowed and sullen amongst its copse of trees. Its windows were boarded up and flaps of plastic patched the holes in the roof, preventing the worst of the weather getting inside, but apart from that the house appeared unloved and forgotten.

Had there been a nicely printed guidebook to tell Kaz the history of the building he was walking towards, he would have learned some very interesting things indeed. He might even have thought twice about entering. But there was no one and nothing to warn him about the house’s bloody and mysterious past, so he pushed open a rust-hinged door and walked across the threshold without a second thought.

The room that had once been the beating heart of the manor lay under a thick layer of dust and cobwebs abandoned by spiders that had moved on in search of richer pickings. The furniture had been removed long ago. Only the presence of a brick baking oven built into the chimney breast revealed the room’s original function.

Kaz sniffed the air. The house smelt of mould and damp and crumbling plaster. Still, it beat sleeping on the cold, wet earth. He walked across the room, brushing away the cobwebs that snagged his face and hair, and pushed open a thick oak door into a wood-panelled corridor.

The bright moonlight barely penetrated this far into the house. The thick darkness and utter silence would have been enough to give most people pause, but Kaz was practical and unsuperstitious. He didn’t believe in ghosts and wasn’t afraid of the unseen things that lurked in the gloom. He knew that the scariest thing this house was likely to contain would be a few rats, scurrying around beneath rotting floorboards.

He moved deeper into the decaying building, not noticing a cellar door on the right, secured with a padlock. Neither did he register the tiny red light in the far corner of the ceiling, hidden behind layers of cobwebs, that denoted the presence of an active infrared camera transmitting his every move back to unseen eyes.

At the end of the corridor stood two tall, wide doors. They were warped and stuck, half open. Kaz squeezed through the opening into a large room, lit by a beam of moonlight that cut across the blackness through a gap in the window boards. This would do.

In one corner of the room a dim grey mound revealed itself, on closer inspection, to be a pile of discarded curtains. They were musty but Kaz arranged them into a makeshift mattress and lay down.

He was bone tired, emotionally drained, unsure what tomorrow would bring. The only thing he knew for certain was that he would be better able to face his problems after a good night’s sleep. Having identified that as his top priority, he banished all thought from his head and closed his eyes.

He opened them again immediately as the room crackled and burned. A circle of firework-bright crimson snapped into existence near the ceiling and spat out a young woman, who crashed to the floorboards with a heavy thud.

The fire vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Silence and darkness reclaimed the room. The only evidence that something unusual had occurred was the fading patterns that danced on Kaz’s retinas, and the swirls of disturbed dust that billowed in the single shaft of cold, blue moonlight.

Kaz’s exhausted body had been sinking into sleep but now it flooded with adrenaline. He leapt up and stood ready to defend himself from … what? He forced himself to take a few deep breaths and relax. He wasn’t under attack, not as far as he could tell. But what had just happened?

A groan from the centre of the room reminded Kaz that he was not alone. He ran to the girl, who lay on the floor. He reached out to touch her, but as his fingertips approached her they crackled with sparks of crimson, and he leapt back in alarm. The sparks vanished.

‘What … happened?’ gasped the woman on the floor.

Kaz had no idea how to answer that, so he said nothing.

The woman slowly raised herself up on her arms and glanced around the dim grey room. Kaz could see that she was dressed in a plain shirt and trousers. When the woman noticed Kaz she jumped, startled, and quickly tried to rise to her feet, but her legs gave way and she crumpled to the floor in a heap. She swore.

Kaz felt he’d better say something. ‘I am called Kaz. What is your name?’ was the best he could come up with.

‘Yojana,’ replied the heap in an American accent. ‘Sorry, no, Jana. My name’s Jana.’

‘Hello, Jana.’

Jana managed to raise herself again but this time she went for the less ambitious option of sitting up.

‘Hi,’ she replied.

Before either of them could start asking the questions that were forming in their minds, there was another burst of vivid scarlet light. They both scrambled backwards to clear a landing space for the dripping-wet girl who dropped from nowhere with a piercing scream and crashed in the spot vacated by Jana only a second before.

Once again the fire vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Dust billowed and swirled in the moonlight.

Then the two main doors groaned in protest as they were forced inwards. A tall man stepped forward, framed in torchlight, looking down at the three figures sprawled on the floor.

‘Welcome to Sweetclover Hall,’ he said. ‘We’ve been expecting you.’

The wet girl looked up, apparently recognising the man’s voice.

‘My lord?’

‘Hello, Dora,’ said the man. ‘Welcome back. You’ve been away for a very, very long time.’

Kaz smiled to himself; maybe he’d found the adventure he’d been hoping for after all.

Steve the security guard leaned forward and grabbed the CCTV control, zooming in on the face of the man in the doorway. He was a tall man in his early forties, dark haired with thick streaks of grey at the temples, heavy browed, with deep brown eyes and a square jaw. Solid was the best word to describe him.

He could see the man’s mouth was moving so he turned up the sound.

‘… sure they don’t touch each other. We move them in separate vans. Quickly.’ Four men in generic security guard uniforms entered the room, grabbed the three protesting teenagers and bundled them outside.

As the dust settled in the now silent room Steve saw a small flash, like the glint of moonlight on the blade of a sword.

An external camera displayed three black vans with their rear doors open. Steve watched the captives being forced into them. Jana wasn’t putting up much of a fight, and Dora seemed cowed by the unexpected presence of her lord and master. Kaz punched the man carrying him hard in the stomach, but his burly escort barely even flinched.

The van doors slammed and the engines revved. Steve didn’t stay to see them drive away. He was already pulling on his coat and reaching for the keys to his motorbike.

The black-clad figure stood in the shadows of the treeline and watched Steve roar away on his motorcycle, then vanished in a flash of red fire.
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Soft. That was good. She liked soft. Warm, too. Nice.

Dora nuzzled down into the pillows, comfortable and cosy in the seconds of amnesia that accompanied her waking. She felt odd. There was a pain in her arm and an ache in her head. What had …?

She froze rigid. She felt the panic rising in her again but she forced it back down. She was warm, in a bed, although a softer bed than any she’d slept in before. That implied safety, at least for the moment.

Keep calm, Dora, she told herself. Take a moment to compose yourself before you open your eyes. You may not be alone. This thought led swiftly to the realisation that she was naked, which led to an involuntary cry of alarm. So much for remaining composed.

She admonished herself. Of course she had been undressed, her clothes had been wet through. To leave her in them would have caused a chill or worse. Whoever had undressed her – and she shied away from considering the possibility it had been Lord Sweetclover – they had done her a kindness.

The room was silent except for a strange background hum, similar to that she had detected in the clean white room with the tall, fat man. Was that where she was? From the way her cry had rebounded from the walls she could tell she was in a small chamber unlike any she’d known before; the sound lacked the reflected warmth of wood panelling, the cold reverberation of plaster, or the dull absorption of wattle and daub.

Her head, poking out from under the bedclothes, allowed her to establish that the room was pleasantly warm. The air was dry and had a strange, subtle odour that she was unable to identify.

She feared what she would see when she opened her eyes but there was nothing else for it, so that’s what she did.

The walls were plain white, smooth and featureless, the floor a chessboard of black and white squares. The light came from a long, glowing, buzzing cylinder that neatly bisected the ceiling; one more impossible thing for Dora to contemplate. She gave an involuntary gasp as she saw the fourth wall of the room. It was a single sheet of the most flawless, unmottled glass she had ever seen. She could see no doors. She was trapped.

The bedclothes were not what she was accustomed to. The pillowcase was fine cloth, like thinly spun wool but softer, and instead of sheets and woollen covers there was one thick blanket draped over her. It was light and airy but still warm. Most odd. It, too, was plain white. She could see a chair beside her bed. The smoothly curved greyness of it was totally alien to her, but a chair is a chair, that much she could divine. The clothes draped across it were similarly extraordinary, but at least someone had left her some. That was an encouraging, generous gesture.

Eventually she decided to accept the offer implicit in the clothing-draped chair. She sat up in bed, careful to keep the strange, thick blanket pulled high to preserve her modesty.

A buzzing above her head caused her to glance up. A small black box was pivoting down to stare at her with its beady black eye. If Dora had known what a CCTV camera was, she would never have climbed out of bed, scurried over to the chair, grabbed the clothes and run back to the safety of the bed. But she was only concerned in case someone appeared at the glass wall.

The clothes were a mystery to her. The black undergarment was tiny and edged with lace, the white blouse fitted and buttoned, the thick woollen smock a bright red that seemed to hint at wantonness. At least the drab grey skirt she had been provided with reached all the way to the floor. She had little clue what to make of the complicated wire and canvas garment, although its form gave some hint as to its function. She tossed it back onto the chair suspiciously. It did not seem to her that it would be a comfortable thing to wear.

She dressed under the bedclothes, then tried and failed to get to grips with the laces on the shoes that had been provided for her. She was accustomed to slip-on footwear, so she eventually discarded them in favour of stockinged feet.

She stood in the centre of the featureless room, nervous and uncertain. The floor felt cold and dead beneath her feet. The black and white squares weren’t stained wood, as she’d supposed, but neither were they tiles of clay or stone. They had a slightly sticky feel to them, as did the chair.

She did not like this unnatural place. She did not like these clothes, the noise and the taste of the air. Most of all, she didn’t like being caged.

As she stood there, Dora found her anger. It helped her focus her thoughts for the first time since she’d stood in the kitchen holding the fire tongs what already seemed like a lifetime ago. She was still afraid, of course, but now she was annoyed as well. And as her brother and parents could attest, in spite of all her natural meekness, humility and stay-at-home unadventurousness, Dora was very formidable indeed when she was angry.

Which is why, when the glass wall began to rise into the ceiling with a hum, and Lord Sweetclover stepped into the room, he was smacked in the face by a bra.

‘My dear Dora,’ he said, bending to pick up the bra, ‘is that any way to say hello to an old friend?’

With so many things to be confused and angered by, Dora didn’t stop to wonder at the unbecoming familiarity of Sweetclover’s tone.

‘Where am I?’ was all Dora could think to say.

‘Home. Where else?’ Sweetclover turned and walked out of the room, across the corridor that faced it, and stood beside a window set into the plain white wall. He turned back to Dora and smiled. ‘Come and see.’

Dora tentatively followed him but stopped short, unwilling to come too close. Sweetclover stepped aside. Dora approached the window and gasped at the view that greeted her.

She was on the third storey, looking across a mad confusion of buildings and roads. The details were overwhelming. A million little impossibilities blurred her vision.

She gritted her teeth and concentrated on one recognisable landmark. There in the centre of all this confusion stood the church in which she had been christened. Sweetclover was right; this chaotic, unreal modernity was her sleepy village of Pendarn, transformed.

Mud tracks replaced by a smooth black surface; horse-drawn carts supplanted by shiny, coloured boxes that rolled along on wheels with no identifiable means of propulsion; a small collection of thatched dwellings swept away by endless rows of brick houses, and metal and glass blocks that towered higher than any spire. The huge village green, utterly gone.

‘But … how?’ she asked.

‘Time, Dora. Nothing more. Just time.’

She looked up at Sweetclover, eyes wide, helpless, her anger and fear draining away to be replaced by numb incomprehension.

He gently took her arm.

‘Come with me, I’ll explain everything, I promise. But first we need to perform a few simple tests.’

He led her down the hall to a thick metal door, punched a key-code into a beeping panel, and steered her through into the infirmary.

The doctor was waiting.

‘Name?’

Kaz stared at the interrogator sitting across the table from him.

‘Name?’

Kaz smiled at the man and shook his head.

‘NAME?’

Kaz stuck his tongue out and blew a raspberry at his interrogator, which earned him a slap.

‘Kazik, tell me your name.’

Kaz let out a short laugh and flashed the man a look that told him exactly what he thought of his absurd demand.

The man leant forward, calm and reasonable.

‘Listen, Kazik, don’t make this any harder than it has to be. You’re a long way from home. No one knows where you are. No one is coming to find you, nobody cares. If, heaven forbid, you were to suffer some kind of accident in this room, no one would ever know. Another illegal immigrant gone underground, probably selling drugs somewhere. You’d just be a footnote in a file in some bureaucrat’s computer.’

Kaz shrugged.

The man licked his lips as he sat back in his seat.

‘All right,’ he said, nodding to the other man in the room, the one with the truncheon. ‘Knock yourself out.’

Then he got up and left the room, closing the thick, soundproofed door behind him.

Kaz braced himself for a blow, but it never came. Instead there was a rising hum of power from the next room and then his mind unfolded like a flower in bloom and he began to tell his life story to the table.

Jana knew it would be pointless to resist.

She took one look at the operating table, the array of instruments laid out in the shiny metal tray beside where her head would soon be resting, and knew what they were planning to do. She knew that it would be quick and painless, and that she would survive the procedure. She saw no advantage to putting up a fight.

Plus, there were five of them and one of her.

She remembered what the well-dressed man had said on the roof, something about wanting her head intact. Now she understood why.

She lay down on the operating table, face first, and felt the doctor’s cold hands probing at the nape of her neck. Then the prick of a needle, and oblivion.

Steve removed his helmet and placed it on the warm leather seat of his cooling motorbike. He ruffled his flattened hair, took a long, deep breath and considered his next move.

The complex of buildings stood across the road from him, gleaming white in the soft, early morning light. From the outside it could easily have been taken for another anonymous light-industrial building in some barren enterprise park in the suburbs of a small market town. Only the high fence, topped with coils of razor wire, the guards in smart, military uniforms with batons, tasers and hungry-eyed Dobermanns, and the security checkpoint at the main gate gave any indication that this was far from an ordinary building.

A large sign proclaimed this to be the headquarters of Io Scientific, a private research and development organisation.

He activated his eye-mods and zoomed in on a figure that had just appeared at a third-storey window. It was the girl, Dora. He watched her face change from confusion to recognition to astonishment as she gazed at the landscape.

He didn’t have much time.

He pulled off his thick leather gloves and laid them beside his helmet, then he unzipped his biker jacket and reached inside. There was a tiny click, as if a switch had been flicked. Steve shimmered for a second, blurring and changing. Then he snapped back into focus.

Except now he looked exactly like Lord Sweetclover.

He began walking towards the main gate.
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As the ENL chip was removed from her neck, it bestowed upon the sleeping Jana a vivid bright flash of memory that was not, strictly speaking, her own. Her brain, dulled by anaesthetic, was unable to shut the memory down, to divert her thoughts. As she lay there floating in the darkness she relived, in a split second, an afternoon from ten years ago. It was not a normal memory, though. This was far more real and vivid than a simple recollection; less remembrance than reliving. Her numbed body could touch, smell, hear and taste the things that she – no, not she, the other one – had felt on that cold, wet afternoon.
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