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This one’s for Thomas, whose good humour and kindness are an inspiration to me every day.



Prologue: Cornwall, England, 7 April 2158, 8:21 A.M. – 1 min to timebomb impact


The woman who called herself Quil stood on a ridge with oak trees behind her, looking down into a shallow dell. The morning air was cool and crisp, the sky was blue and the pollenrich air was alive with insects and birdsong. Below her, within an ornate garden hidden behind tall hedges and ancient brick walls, a familiar building stood, swathed in ivy.


Sweetclover Hall.


Quil knew there were guards within and without, pressure pads, laser grids, cameras and traps surrounding the place, but they were skilfully hidden. From her vantage point she could have been looking at any old English pile, home to some blue-blood descendants of a once-powerful family. But she knew the truth – this discreet, sheltered building was one of the most secure holding facilities in existence at this point in time. Behind its walls interrogations were being conducted, pressure brought to bear on political dissidents, terrorists, activists – whichever undesirable sector of society was currently designated enemy combatants. Fully authorised, fully deniable, officially non-existent, Sweetclover Hall was the place people went to when they disappeared.


The men and women who ran the facility sat smugly in the house, safe in their control centres and meeting rooms, watching the inmates on CCTV, feeling powerful and in control, the unassailable enforcers of the powers that be, ruling absolutely the forgotten and misplaced human flotsam that washed up in their cells.


Somewhere in the house, Quil knew that her younger self was sitting in a nondescript little room talking to a nondescript little man, beginning a battle of wits she knew she would lose.


Quil looked up into the sky, raising her hand to shield her eyes from the rising sun. She squinted, searching the heavens for a sign.


There, high in the stratosphere, a flash of light heralded the arrival of a new star in the sky. It hung there silently, growing larger at a leisurely pace until suddenly it seemed to elongate into a ribbon of flame, arcing down from space trailing fire and smoke, screaming towards the ground. The sonic boom hit her just as the star fell to Earth, knocking her off her feet and making her head ring.


The missile detonated in the heart of the ancient building, the very structure of time itself shattered in a billion places, and the dark secrets hidden beneath Sweetclover Hall came spilling out into the light of a frightened world.


Quil sat up, smiling.


All was as it should be.




MIT, America East, 24 May 2158, 3:35 P.M. – 14 days to timebomb impact


Professor Yasunori Kairos did not like giving lectures.


Today he was attempting to explain imaginary time, and the blank looks of all the students in the front row of the lecture hall were making his temples throb. They had understood the linear directionality of real time within specific light cones, but once he had stepped beyond that and tried to explain the mathematical possibilities of imaginary time, he had seen their eyes glaze over. When the bell rang to signal the end of the lecture he breathed a sigh of relief, sat down and rested his head against the surface of his desk, closing his eyes and picturing equations to calm himself as the students filed out gossiping.


When silence had finally fallen, Kairos opened his eyes and sat up, only to find himself staring across at three students, two young women and a young man, sitting in the front row.


‘Oh, hello,’ said Kairos, somewhat discomfited. ‘Can I help you?’


One of the young women, the white one dressed entirely in black, smiled softly. ‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘My name is Dora Predennick, and I want to show you something, if I may.’


The young woman rose from her chair, walked up to Kairos’s desk and held out her hand. Kairos regarded it suspiciously, but she leaned forward and grabbed his hand in hers before he could react. He was immediately overcome with the strangest feeling. His hand tingled, as if with pins and needles, and red sparks flew from it. Alarmed, he tried to pull his hand back but the woman’s grip was too strong for him. The feeling that had begun in his hand flashed quickly up his arm and then across his chest. He briefly wondered if he was having a heart attack, and became certain of it when his vision began to blur and darken. The tingling soon engulfed his whole body, his head felt tight and painful and he felt his feet leave the ground as if he were floating weightless – a sensation he had experienced once before, on the outward journey to Mars, and which he had not enjoyed at all.


He cried out, but could not hear himself do so. He felt the deepest, most profound sense of panic. Had she drugged him, perhaps? Some kind of chemical patch on her hand? Was he being murdered or kidnapped?


Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the sensation began to abate, he felt solid ground beneath his feet and his vision began to clear. But this didn’t make sense at all. He was outside. He squinted in the bright sunlight that warmed his skin. He could smell grass and flowers.


He felt Dora unclasp his hand and his legs gave way beneath him. He crumpled to the ground and cried out in alarm.


‘Don’t worry, Professor,’ he heard Dora say, from somewhere above him. ‘You’ll be fine. It kind of messes with your head the first time.’


His eyes adjusted to the light and he looked around him. Trees, shrubs, a wide plain ahead of him. Blue sky, hot sun. The air smelled and tasted like nothing he’d ever known, and the sounds of the birds were alien but soothing.


‘Where,’ he stammered, ‘where am I? What … what happened?’


‘Calm down, Prof, you’re hyperventilating,’ said Dora.


He nodded and took control of his breathing. There was a soft trumpeting sound close by, animal rather than instrumental. Kairos sat stock-still, feeling a primitive fear deep in his belly.


‘What was that?’ he whispered.


Dora leaned over him smiling, and whispered, ‘Look behind you and see.’


Gulping, Kairos turned his head and looked up into the eyes of a woolly mammoth, which was staring down at him curiously, its trunk swaying like the pendulum of a long-case clock. He held its gaze for a moment, then turned back to Dora.


‘Welcome to history, Prof,’ she said, smiling broadly. ‘Now, can we talk about quantum effects in interaction with large amounts of temporally unstable materials?’




Part One


Parental intervention




New York, America East, 8 June 2141 – 17 years to timebomb impact


Kazic Cecka sat on the black rubber seal of an old skyscraper roof, the concrete lip at the edge digging into his back. It was hot and silent up here, high above the bustle of the city streets yet beneath the opaque gaze of the buildings that towered over him. They were totally unlike the skyscrapers of his day, the solid, blocky type like the one he was sitting atop. These taller buildings curved and twined around on themselves like huge silver tree trunks corkscrewing out of the ground, reaching high up where the air was thin.


Kaz knew that he was in New York in the year 2141. He knew this because Jana, the young woman who lay unconscious beside him in a pool of her own blood, had brought them here by accident as they fled 1645. Focusing on the point of her departure, she had jumped into time and materialised herself and Kaz at the very time and place she had originally left on her first trip, when she had flung herself off the roof to escape a group of men intent on killing her.


These men now lay before Kaz in various pieces, their blood mingling with Jana’s. There really was a lot of blood.


Standing in the middle of the spreading puddle was Dora, the young woman who’d spilled most of it.


‘Take my hand,’ said Dora, sheathing her dripping sword with one hand while reaching out to Kaz with the other.


Kaz looked up at her in amazement. The Dora he knew was a fourteen-year-old girl from a seventeenth-century English village – curious and capable but young, unworldly and, the last time he’d seen her, deeply traumatised by her experiences. She had pulled away from Jana and him as they’d joined hands to jump into time. He had no idea where and when she had been whisked off to, but the Dora who stood before him, who had appeared in the nick of time and saved Jana and Kaz by cutting down their attackers with ruthless efficiency, bore little resemblance to the girl he’d known.


‘We need to get her to a hospital,’ said Kaz, leaning over towards Jana, who lay face down taking short, shallow breaths.


‘I’ve taken care of it,’ said Dora briskly. ‘Let’s get out of here; this is one place we really shouldn’t linger.’


Kaz reached out and took Dora’s right hand, while she grabbed Jana with her left. He felt the world around them shift, his stomach felt hollow and his vision swam, and then they were in a lavish reception area – large glass doors, fancy desk, sofas.


The instant they had solidified, the internal doors slid open and a man and two women in clean white medical coats ran out, wheeling a stretcher and a trolley laden with instruments of all sorts.


‘Come on,’ said Dora as the doctors lifted Jana on to a stretcher on the count of three. ‘We should get out of their way and let them work.’


‘Yeah,’ said Kaz, knowing she was right but unwilling to leave Jana without a friendly face while she was in such bad shape. ‘Where and when are we?’


‘Kinshasa, 2120. Trust me, this is the best clinic there is,’ said Dora, placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. ‘She’s going to be fine.’


Reluctantly, Kaz allowed himself to be led away. One of the attackers in New York had kicked Kaz square in the mouth, and now he tongued his teeth to find two missing and one split in two. ‘I think I’m going to need some painkillers and a dentist myself,’ he said as Dora led him out of the room into a pastel-coloured corridor lined with expensive-looking prints of African tribal designs.


‘No problem,’ said Dora, leading him three rooms down and pushing the door open to reveal a fully equipped dentist’s surgery and a tall blonde woman standing by the big chair waiting for him.


‘I hate dentists,’ moaned Kaz through his bruise-swollen lips, hovering on the threshold.


‘I shan’t take it personally, sir,’ said the dentist with a wolfish smile. ‘If you’ll please take a seat.’


Kaz turned to Dora. ‘Fill me in while I’m being tortured by the scary lady with the nasty drill?’


Dora nodded, followed Kaz inside and perched on a table by the door.


The dentist’s chair was deeply upholstered leather, and Kaz relaxed into it gratefully; he was bruised all over and dog-tired.


The dentist handed him a glass of pink mouthwash and he swooshed, gargled and spat the foul medicinal stuff, expecting pain but surprised to find it made his mouth feel pleasantly numb.


‘Wass tha?’ he said, his tongue feeling like a lump of useless meat.


‘Dentistry has improved a bit since your time,’ said Dora.


‘Wa yeer agai’?’ asked Kaz, frustrated by his now useless mouth. ‘Oh fa fu sa.’


Kaz was a bit annoyed that Dora didn’t even crack a smile at his discomfort, which he was playing up for laughs. But then, he mused, he didn’t really know this older version of Dora at all, although there was perhaps a line to be drawn between the girl who had snatched Jana’s gun and dispatched a group of Roundhead soldiers in 1645, and the black-clad warrior who sat opposite him now.


‘We’re in Kinshasa. The year is 2120,’ replied Dora patiently. ‘This hospital is very private, very discreet and very expensive. The staff have all signed non-disclosure agreements and we have this entire wing, and all its staff and resources, at our disposal for as long as we need them.’


Kaz tried to incline his head by way of mute question, but the dentist firmly pushed it back, pulled open his mouth and shoved some kind of buzzing implement inside it. He grunted in annoyance.


‘Lottery win,’ explained Dora, finally cracking a smile. ‘Lotteries are a time traveller’s best friend.’


Kaz grunted his appreciation – anything to distract him from the sounds emerging from his mouth. Oh God, did something just go scrunch?


‘I knew I’d need a place where everybody could be looked after,’ said Dora, ‘and this clinic is ideal.’


‘Everboy?’ asked Kaz as the dentist swapped tools and grabbed a pair of pliers. He felt a tugging in his jaw and something in his mouth went pop and then crunch and then a kind of slurping scrapey noise that made him want to vomit.


‘It’s been a long time, for me, since that day in Pendarn,’ said Dora, hesitantly. Kaz could tell she didn’t want to explain in much detail and was picking and choosing what to reveal.


Kaz remembered seeing Dora’s mother, father and brother lying in a heap on the floor of the house’s undercroft. Her mother had been unconscious, her brother looked like he’d been run through with a sword and her father, Thomas, had been cradling them both as the computer screen in front of him had counted down to the moment when a bomb would detonate and demolish the building around them. Dora had screamed as he and Jana had dragged her away into time, forcing her to abandon her family to their fate.


‘One by one, I’ve scooped everyone up and brought them here,’ said Dora. ‘My family, Mountfort, you and Jana, that kid Simon from 2014. Oh, and Steve too.’


Despite the importance of what she was telling him, Kaz was distracted by Dora’s speech patterns. The girl he had known spoke seventeenth-century English with a rich Cornish burr. This older Dora spoke with a different accent – hints of Australian and maybe Spanish, he thought – and her vocabulary and phrasing were what he, a product of the twenty-first century, would have considered modern.


Her speech patterns weren’t the only thing that had changed – now she dressed like a ninja and moved with a lethal mix of martial arts readiness and cat burglar stealth. She was as graceful as she had been gawky, as controlled as she had been skittish. She was a different person altogether. He wondered what could possibly have happened to her since they’d last met. It had been only minutes for him but for her it had been, he guessed, at least four years. She had been fourteen when they first met, three years younger than him. Now he reckoned she was one year older. She was slightly taller than she had been, although she would still have been short by twenty-first-century standards. She was stronger and leaner; her figure had filled out and lost its puppy fat.


His attention shifted when he caught a glimpse of something big and red emerging from his mouth between the pliers’ jaws. He tried to sit up, but the dentist pushed him back down again, brandishing a scalpel.


‘I’m going to leave you to get your mouth fixed up,’ said Dora. ‘We’ll talk later.’


Now the dentist was holding a clean white tooth between pliers and looked to be about to bang it into his gums with a little silver hammer. He was pretty sure that wasn’t how these things were supposed to be done even in his own time, let alone in the future, but he couldn’t voice his protest, not least because his head rang with every hammer blow.


Dora’s face hovered into view over the dentist’s shoulder. She grimaced as she looked into his mouth, which was hardly reassuring.


She surprised him again, this time by leaning forward and planting a kiss on his cheek, which earned her a glare from the dentist.


‘See you in a bit,’ said Dora.


‘Right, now for the hard part,’ muttered the dentist, reaching for what looked like a tiny chainsaw.




Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo, 7 May 2120 – 38 years to timebomb impact


Kaz sat beside the hospital bed waiting for Jana to wake, trying to think what he would say when she did. Speaking was a bit difficult for him at the moment – he had developed a slight lisp as a result of his new teeth.


He dismissed ‘Morning’ or ‘Hi’ as too flippant, briefly considered ‘Well, hello sleepyhead’ before reminding himself he wasn’t a middle-aged character in a bad sitcom, plus he should probably avoid sibilants, and was mulling ‘Welcome to the future!’ when she opened her eyes, blinked and said ‘Hi’ in a sleepy voice.


‘Hi,’ he said softly, smiling.


It had been a week since Dora had brought them to the clinic, and the doctor had kept them updated on Jana’s progress throughout. The knife Quil had plunged into Jana’s chest had just missed her heart, but it had collapsed a lung and done serious internal damage, all of which had now been repaired. She had regained consciousness on the fourth day, although she’d been groggy and confused, and now, after a few days of mostly sleeping, she had sent a message via a nurse that she wanted to see Kaz and Dora for ‘a proper talk’.


The beige room was small but private, boasting a single bed ringed by all sorts of monitors and instruments, a small desk and a couple of chairs.


‘Help me up,’ said Jana, bending feebly at the waist; her dressings and deep bruising made it hard for her to sit up under her own steam. Kaz held her hand and pulled her into a sitting position, ignoring the red halo that flashed around their fingers as the temporal energy they both possessed interacted. He then bent forward and plumped the pillows behind her so she could lean back comfortably.


‘Thanks,’ said Jana. Her face was pale, her cheeks sunken, but there was a spark in her eyes that pledged the swift return of her old self.


‘Sleep well?’ asked Kaz.


Jana nodded, turning to look out of the window. The clouds were low and threatening above the green of the city park that began at the clinic’s front door.


‘Yeah, but I’m happy to wake up,’ said Jana, turning back to Kaz. ‘I mean, lucky to wake up. Very lucky.’


She glanced down at her hand and it took Kaz a moment to realise he was still holding it tightly; and it was still surrounded by an aurora of red. He blushed slightly and withdrew it.


‘Where’s Dora?’ asked Jana.


‘Right here,’ said Dora, as she entered the room. In the week they had been in Kinshasa, Kaz had only once seen Dora wearing what he would have considered normal clothing – on one particularly hot day she’d worn a white cotton dress – but now she was back in black.


Dora was carrying a tray bearing a jug of iced tea, three glasses and a plate of biscuits. She placed it on the desk, poured everyone a drink, then placed the plate on Jana’s lap and pulled a chair up to the opposite side of the bed to Kaz.


‘Has Mountfort gone?’ he asked, referring to the Royalist spy they had met in 1645.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He will never quite be the same man, of course. There is only so much even modern medicine can do for a body as broken as his was, but he is alive and back in his own time with a healthy coffer full of gold for his troubles. He told me he intends to spend the rest of his days in quiet contemplation of nature.’


Jana shook her head in amazement. ‘I can’t believe he made it,’ she said. ‘I mean, he was hanged, stabbed and shot.’


‘He was touch and go,’ agreed Dora. ‘As were you, for a time.’


There was a brief, contemplative silence that went on just long enough to verge on awkwardness before Jana spoke again.


‘So here we are,’ she said. ‘Safe and secure. The doctor says I’ve got a couple of weeks of recuperation left, at least, so I’m not going anywhere fast. Dora, was Mountfort the last? Those were the only people recovering here?’


It seemed to Kaz that this question was loaded somehow, as if Jana was trying to make it seem less casual than it was, but Dora didn’t appear to pick up on it.


‘Yes,’ said Dora. ‘Everyone I rescued and brought here has been returned to their rightful time and place.’


‘So you’ve got no more errands to run?’


Dora shook her head.


‘OK, good. Clean sheet,’ said Jana firmly. ‘You two can both jump through time solo now, can’t you?’


Kaz nodded and so did Dora. ‘After I touched Quil in the undercroft in 1645, I was thrown sideways in time,’ explained Kaz. ‘It took me about six months before I was able to jump through time again. I could feel the power growing in me all the time, I just had to wait for it to reach the right strength.’


‘It was the same for me,’ said Dora. ‘About six months after we were separated I also gained the ability to travel through time on my own. It took me many months of practice after that before I was able to steer myself accurately. I am impressed, Kaz, that you were able to return to Pendarn and aid in our escape from Quil so quickly after your power matured.’


Kaz shrugged. ‘What can I say, I was highly motivated.’


This earned him a smile from Dora and a good-natured eye-roll from Jana.


‘Unlike you two, it’s still only a week or so since I first jumped through time,’ said Jana. ‘So for now I’m only going to be able to jump if I’m holding hands with one of you.’


Kaz could see how little Jana relished the idea of being reliant on somebody else but he thought it would do her good not to be completely in control for a change. He kept this slightly uncharitable thought to himself.


‘Anyway, can we fill in the blanks, please,’ said Jana. ‘Let’s start with you, Kaz.’ She turned to him and he held out his hands as if to say ‘Ask anything’.


‘In Sweetclover Hall you touched Quil and off you went,’ said Jana. ‘I thought I was never going to see you again, so you can imagine my relief when you turned up with the cavalry. You say you were gone for six months, so where and when did you end up?’


Kaz barely knew where to start in recounting his adventures in history. ‘It’s a long story,’ he said, ‘but the short version is that I spent the time serving on a privateer on the Spanish Main in 1693.’


‘You were a pirate?’ said Jana, amazed and delighted.


‘I was that,’ agreed Kaz. ‘And let me tell you, it wasn’t nearly as exciting as the films. It was mostly deck swabbing, sail stitching, bad food, worse drink, unbelievable BO in the sleeping quarters and the singing. All the awful, awful singing. I don’t care if I never hear another sea shanty in my life.’


‘But you plundered ships,’ said Jana. ‘You wore a cutlass and carried pistols?’


‘Once or twice,’ said Kaz, smiling at Jana’s uncharacteristic enthusiasm.


‘And did you ever swing between ships on a big rope while they fired the cannons beneath you?’


Kaz found himself lying before he could stop – chances to impress her did not come along often and he wasn’t going to let one pass.


‘Only once,’ he said. ‘But it was awesome.’


‘That is literally the best thing I have ever heard,’ said Jana. ‘Did you have a pirate name? Red-handed Kaz? Sealegs Cecka?’


Kaz laughed. ‘No, Jana, I did not have a pirate name,’ he said. ‘I just kept my head down, tried to be the best crew member I could, and waited for my powers to develop enough for me to get the hell out of there.’


‘I want to know every detail,’ said Jana, folding her hands in her lap decisively and eagerly staring at him. Across the bed Kaz could see Dora looking less than thrilled at the direction the conversation was taking.


‘Later, I promise,’ said Kaz.


‘Spoilsport.’ Jana pouted.


‘Dora, what about you?’ asked Kaz. ‘Where and when did you end up after 1645?’


‘Auckland, 2063,’ answered Dora.


Jana pursed her lips and breathed in sharply. ‘Ouch,’ she said.


‘What?’ asked Kaz.


‘I learned about that period in history,’ said Jana regarding Dora with concern. ‘Not a good time to be in the Antipodes.’


‘No,’ agreed Dora. ‘But I was fortunate, I found sanctuary in a shelter for orphaned refugees. They looked after me well.’


Dora did not elaborate, and after a pregnant pause Kaz asked, ‘Is that it? If I had to guess, I’d say you’re four years older than when we first met?’


Dora nodded. ‘Approximately,’ she agreed.


‘But you said your ability to time travel solo kicked in after six months,’ said Jana. ‘So what happened to the other three and a half years? Did you stay in Auckland the whole time or did you travel?’


Dora fixed Jana with a steady, appraising gaze and Kaz could tell she was considering how much to reveal. ‘I travelled,’ she said eventually. ‘With purpose.’


‘You trained, didn’t you?’ said Kaz. ‘You found someone to help turn you into a superhero.’


Dora rewarded his wisecrack with a tiny smile. ‘Yes, that’s exactly correct, Kaz. I found a sensei and learned the skills I felt would be necessary for me to rescue everybody. It took some years. You can thank me later.’


‘Oh believe me, I’ve given thanks for you every moment since you skewered that thug on the rooftop,’ said Kaz emphatically.


‘So who did you find to train you to be a ninja?’ asked Jana.


‘I could tell you,’ said Dora, deadpan. ‘But I’d have to kill you.’


Jana did not smile and Kaz shifted awkwardly in his seat as the two young women engaged in a staring contest. Eventually Dora smiled again and said, ‘Garcia.’


The name meant nothing to Kaz but it obviously did to Jana, whose eyes widened as her mouth dropped open.


‘No way,’ she said, seemingly awestruck.


‘Way,’ said Dora.


Kaz waited for one of them to enlighten him and sighed dramatically when neither of them did. ‘You know, I’m from 2014,’ he said, ‘and the only other time period I know well is the seventeenth century. I’m not like you two, I’m not from the future and I haven’t been there much so …’


‘Sorry Kaz,’ said Dora.


‘Yeah, sorry,’ said Jana, turning to him. ‘New Zealand in the 2060s was overrun with refugees from the Pacific Islands. As their homes sank beneath the water, they took to boats and tried to find somewhere willing to take them in. North America was in the middle of the second civil war, Chile had slipped into anarchy and Australia had started literally shooting migrant ships to pieces. New Zealand was the destination of choice for waterlogged refugees. But tensions were high and there was a lot of violence. I don’t know why I’m the one explaining this, you were there Dora.’


‘It was OK,’ said Dora, shrugging. ‘Watch the History Channel and you’d think it was constant urban warfare, but in reality it was a lot less dramatic. I only saw two race riots while I was there, and one of them was pretty tame.’


‘Right. Wow,’ said Kaz, processing the nuggets of future history that Jana had so casually dropped into his lap. Second civil war?! ‘What about Garcia? Who was he?’


Jana whistled. ‘He was a legend, a ghost,’ she said. ‘If you believe the stories, he was behind most of the unsolved political mysteries of the twenty-first century. Supposedly he was the man who assassinated President Hurley …’


‘Yes,’ said Dora.


‘Blew up the Kremlin …’


‘Yes,’ said Dora again.


‘Hijacked the QE3 …’


‘No,’ said Dora. ‘That was Tibetan special forces.’


‘Kidnapped the pope and ransomed him …’


‘Oh yes,’ said Dora, smiling as if at a personal memory.


‘Not to mention hacking the Chinese National Bank and wiping out most of the world’s debt.’


‘No,’ said Dora, shaking her head and wearing her best poker face. ‘That was me.’


Kaz genuinely couldn’t tell whether she was joking or not. In that moment he found himself believing Dora capable of practically anything.


‘And you hooked up with this guy when you were, what, fifteen, sixteen years old?’ he asked.


Dora nodded. ‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘For people like us, who can jump in and out of any time period at will, the most important skill is being able to move through the world invisibly. Who better to teach me that than a man many historians in this time period still don’t think actually existed?’


Jana bit noisily into a biscuit and chewed slowly, staring at Dora with wide eyes. ‘That,’ she said after her last bite, ‘is totally badass.’


‘Yeah. Yeah, it is,’ agreed Kaz, reaching for a biscuit.


They sat in silence for a while, munching their way through the biscuits, each lost in their own thoughts. Kaz was mostly trying to come to terms with the idea that the future was available to him. He had explored the past and accepted the idea that he could take a holiday in ancient Thebes, watch the Beatles play Hamburg or arrange to casually bump into Helen of Troy, but the opportunity presented by the future was dazzling, even if Dora and Jana did make it sound like a long series of wars and riots.


When the plate held only crumbs, he decided it was time to address the elephants in the room.


‘There are two things I want to know,’ he said. ‘First, Dora, the other day you told me you rescued Steve from Io Scientific.’


Dora nodded. Although the person they knew as Steve had rescued them from captivity in 2014, risking his life to do so, he had remained in disguise the whole time, his (or her) identity concealed beneath something he called a chameleon shroud. He had told them some details about their future, so he was certainly someone they either knew or would come to know. It was even possible he was one of them, travelling back from the future.


‘Did you see Steve without the disguise?’ Jana asked, before Kaz could.


Dora nodded again, but said nothing.


‘Well?’ said Kaz impatiently. ‘Who was he?’


Dora pulled an apologetic face. ‘I can’t tell you,’ she said. ‘Sorry. Steve made me swear to keep the secret.’


Both Kaz and Jana groaned in annoyance.


‘You’ll find out, I swear, when the time is right,’ said Dora firmly. ‘You just have to trust me.’


It was clear she was not going to budge on this.


‘Fine,’ said Jana with a distinct lack of good grace. ‘Did he at least tell you anything else about our future? Anything that can help us? Anything at all?’


‘He told me that when we are ready and want to find out about our powers and the responsibilities that come with them, we need to join hands and travel together as far into the future as we are able to go,’ said Dora. ‘If we do that, he said, we will arrive precisely where and when we are supposed to be.’


‘That’s it?’ said Jana, disgusted.


Dora shrugged. ‘That’s all I could get out of him.’


‘Ha! So Steve’s a him!’ said Kaz.


‘Steve is,’ agreed Dora, smugly. ‘I never said the person beneath the mask was.’


Kaz gritted his teeth but was jarred out of his annoyance by the strange way his new dental work fitted together in his mouth. He grunted sullenly.


‘What is the second thing?’ asked Jana. It took Kaz a moment to realise she was addressing him. He looked at her blankly.


‘You said there were two things you wanted to know,’ she said slowly.


‘Oh, yeah,’ said Kaz, climbing back aboard his original train of thought. ‘Dora, in your future travels, did you look into Quil? Do you have any information about her?’


‘Some,’ said Dora. ‘The furthest forward I travelled was 2156.’


‘That’s fifteen years after my time,’ said Jana. ‘I don’t think she was around in 2141 – at least, if she was I never heard of her.’


‘She was around,’ said Dora. ‘She’s a well-known and divisive political figure by 2156, but she didn’t come to prominence till around 2150. And her life before then is a total mystery, so what she was doing and who she was when you were at school, I can’t say.’


‘So spill,’ said Jana, leaning forward eagerly, wincing as she pulled at her wound. She leaned back again with a soft groan.


‘Some of this won’t be news to you, Jana,’ said Dora, ‘but Kaz needs to know some of the context. I certainly did.’


‘Hit me,’ said Kaz, excited at the prospect of getting some answers, however incomplete.


‘Right,’ said Dora, taking a deep breath. ‘By 2156 mankind has left Earth. Not completely, it’s still well populated, but people have colonised the solar system. Mars is being altered to make it more like Earth, but it is still early in the process. The people there live in huge domed cities. Further out, colonies have been established across the solar system, on moons and dwarf planets far out into space. The primary reason is to mine for minerals and other resources, which are shipped back to Earth and Mars. Ceres is particularly important, as they’re breaking its surface ice into chunks and shooting it at Mars to create oceans.’


‘Wow,’ said Kaz, boggled by the scale of what Dora was describing.


‘Out on the edges, where the mining concerns harvest asteroids and comets, the large companies began using specially created clones sometime in the 2120s,’ Dora continued. ‘These are humans, specially grown from an altered template to enhance their ability to live and work in deep space – they function better in zero gravity, cope well without sunlight, that sort of thing. They have very limited rights, though. By law, they are property of the corporations who created them. Their DNA is copyright and they don’t get paid.’


‘I know some of this,’ said Jana. ‘In my time there were rumours about exploitation out on the edge. The problem is that the mining companies have total control of their own stations, colonies and staff, and communications can be patchy that far out, so there was no proof. Eyewitness accounts would get out sometimes, but it was all hearsay. The basic thrust was that the clones were slaves in all but name, but the governments on Earth didn’t want to get involved.’


‘Couldn’t get involved,’ corrected Dora. ‘They don’t have jurisdiction beyond the atmosphere.’


Jana shook her head firmly. ‘So they say, but there was a legal challenge a couple of years before I left—’


‘OK,’ interrupted Kaz. ‘I get it. Colonies, mining, clones, slavery. Moving on.’


Jana looked at him and he was surprised to see both disappointment and outrage on her face. ‘Clones are people, Kaz,’ she said angrily. ‘They should have rights.’


Kaz held up his hands placatingly, taken aback; he hadn’t thought of Jana as the crusading type. ‘I didn’t say they shouldn’t,’ he said. ‘But what does this have to do with Quil?’


‘Quil agrees with you, Jana,’ said Dora. ‘In 2150 a journalist on Mars published an exposé of conditions aboard the asteroid mining ships. Video, official documents, proof of inhumane treatment, terrible working conditions, summary executions. It caused a scandal, and all the journalist would reveal about the source of the material was her pseudonym.’


‘Let me guess – Quil,’ said Kaz.


Dora nodded. ‘The corporations fought back,’ she continued. ‘Branded all the material fake, claimed it was the work of agitators and anarchists trying to destabilise the economy.’


‘Nothing changes,’ muttered Jana darkly.


‘But Quil wasn’t finished,’ continued Dora. ‘More material began to emerge, really detailed, lots of dates and times, names and places, all with her name on it.’


Kaz shook his head. ‘Wait, so what you’re saying is that Quil is a crusading human rights activist?’ He tried to square this idea with the insane killer he had met in 1645 and it made his head ache.


Dora nodded. ‘That’s how she first appears,’ she agreed. ‘In 2153 she starts talking directly, releasing videos of herself giving speeches, trying to encourage people to protest, sign petitions, get Earth to intervene.’


‘Ooh, what does she look like?’ asked Jana eagerly.


‘She wears a mask,’ said Dora.


‘But I thought she only wore that because she was so badly burned after her trip back through time?’ said Jana, confused.


‘So did I,’ agreed Dora. ‘But she wore one before as well. She says it’s a representation of the faceless clones, a way of reclaiming individuality or something.’


‘Huh,’ said Kaz, nonplussed. ‘So you don’t know where she comes from, what her real name is or what she looks like.’


‘No, sorry,’ said Dora, unapologetically. ‘She protected her anonymity very carefully in her own time. She was stirring things up, causing trouble, rocking the boat. She would have been a target. Best guess is she’s one of the clones. It would explain why there’s no record of her before 2050 – she was grown in a vat and then added to the work rota, just another faceless worker on a mining ship or colony somewhere far away from prying eyes.’


‘Maybe it’s not a question of her protecting her identity, but creating one,’ suggested Jana. ‘If she’s a clone, then she has the same face, same body, same birthmarks even, as all the other female clones. They don’t have names, only numbers. So by choosing a name and removing her face, she’s created a persona that is uniquely hers. That would be a potent act of rebellion, if you think about it.’


‘OK, so she’s a clone on a crusade,’ said Kaz impatiently. ‘But so what? How does she get blown back in time? Why is she so angry at us? What’s the war she mentioned?’


‘All I know is that by 2156 she’s leading an open rebellion,’ said Dora. ‘The clones in a number of the farthest colonies seized power, kicked out the corporations and declared independence. She’s their figurehead, maybe even their actual leader, I don’t know.’


‘That must be her war, then,’ said Jana.


‘I guess,’ said Kaz. ‘And at some point after 2156 that war brings her to Mars, where she meets us—’


‘If Quil’s clone army reaches Mars, that’s serious,’ interrupted Jana. ‘It means Earth is threatened.’


Kaz continued, ‘On Mars something goes horribly wrong, we don’t know what, and then some time after that she’s blown back in time and lands in Sweetclover Hall in 1640.’


‘That’s about it,’ agreed Jana. ‘That’s all we know.’


‘So what do we do about it?’ asked Dora.


Kaz looked at her and shrugged.




Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo, 10 May 2120 – 38 years to timebomb impact


The air was dry and the sun was high as Kaz pushed Jana’s wheelchair out of the clinic’s front doors. She winced slightly and raised a hand to shield her eyes as she reached for her sunglasses.


‘You’ve been stuck inside for too long,’ said Kaz, pushing her down the ramp and on to the path that led into the city park.


‘I dislike the outdoors,’ said Jana waspishly. ‘Especially when it’s so green.’


Kaz knew that was a lie – he remembered her amazed delight at the clean air and quiet of the woodlands around Pendarn – but he let the comment stand. Jana sometimes seemed to enjoy her own grumpiness but he knew her well enough by now to know it was a mood that would soon pass, and he was content to indulge her.


Kaz enjoyed the climate in Kinshasa because it reminded him of a number of places he’d lived as a boy, in the years when he and his mother had trailed around behind his father, living in whatever conflict zone the UN posted him to. He pushed Jana down the path, which looped around the perimeter of the park and then joined a straight path back through the middle. It should take about half an hour and he was glad to have Jana to himself for a while. He pushed her on in companionable silence.


‘Where’s Dora?’ grumped Jana a few minutes later.


‘She jumped back home to visit her family,’ said Kaz. ‘I think they have a lot of healing to do.’


‘It’s amazing the amount of control she has,’ said Jana. ‘She told me she can pick a time and place and jump straight there now.’


‘Yeah, she says that the precision and scope of her powers has continued to grow,’ said Kaz. ‘By the time we’re four years in, we should be able to do the same. She jumps back here once a day to check in, but in between that she’s at home for weeks at a time, I think.’


‘Her parents back together then?’ asked Jana.


‘I think so, yes,’ said Kaz. ‘She doesn’t talk about it much, though. I don’t know whether that’s because she still feels guilty or just that she’s got used to keeping secrets.’


‘Oh she’s full of them,’ said Jana. ‘I mean, what’s with keeping Steve’s identity secret? Why does she get to know but we don’t?’


‘My guess?’ said Kaz. ‘I think she’s Steve.’


Jana scoffed.


‘No, think about it,’ said Kaz. ‘She rescued everyone once. It’s just like her to come back from the future and rescue us again.’


‘I suppose you have a point,’ muttered Jana. ‘Doesn’t explain why she wouldn’t just tell us though, does it?’


Kaz shrugged. ‘I dunno.’


‘I reckon it’s you,’ said Jana, turning round and flashing Kaz a cheeky smile.


‘Me?’


‘Yeah,’ said Jana, teasingly. ‘You came back and rescued me and Dora from Quil in 1645. Very heroic, that was. Just like you to do it again, this time in disguise.’


Kaz laughed. ‘Maybe, who knows.’


‘Seriously, though, do you trust her?’ asked Jana.


Kaz was surprised by the question. ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘Don’t you?’


‘She freaks me out, Kaz,’ said Jana. ‘The girl we knew was so sweet. Sure, she was really, really screwed up and capable of mass murder – which of us isn’t? – but ninja superhero? Really?’


‘You said she was badass,’ said Kaz.


‘Oh, she’s badass all right.’


‘And she did save our lives.’


‘Yes, I know that, but … oh, I dunno,’ Jana sighed. ‘She’s just too different. It’s not right. I think she’s way more damaged than she lets on. And God knows what stuff Garcia filled her head with. I still can’t believe she not only tracked him down, but persuaded him to train her.’


‘He was a big deal, huh?’ asked Kaz.


‘The biggest,’ said Jana emphatically. ‘He was legendary. Anything unexplained, the press would say it was him. Never identified, never caught. If Dora knows all his secrets, just think of the book she could write. Maybe I can persuade her to tell me it all.’


‘Good luck with that,’ laughed Kaz. ‘She’s so talkative.’


‘Hmmm,’ said Jana.


‘So what are we going to do, Jana?’ asked Kaz after a few moments’ silence.


‘Do?’


‘Next,’ said Kaz. ‘What are we going to do next? I say we get out of here, set up home in whatever time period we like, forget about Quil, Mars, her war, all of it. It’s not our problem.’


Jana shook her head. ‘We can’t just run away, Kaz,’ she said, audibly disappointed at his suggestion.


‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘If Dora’s telling the truth and this is all about human rights for mining clones in the distant future, then it’s not our fight. We’re not clones, and we’re not the people oppressing the clones. We were just in the wrong place at the wrong time and we attracted the attention of a homicidal psychopath, that’s all. None of us have a personal stake in this.’


Kaz noticed Jana’s face register a brief expression of distress, as if he’d said something painful, but before he could question it the moment had passed.


‘But don’t you want answers?’ asked Jana, exasperated. ‘Don’t you want to know how it is we can travel in time? Or why? Don’t you want to find out what we’re supposed to have done to Quil on Mars, and how she ended up in 1640 with us at the top of her hit list?’


Kaz shrugged. ‘Not really,’ he admitted. ‘I mean, look what happened when we went looking for Quil. You were stabbed, Dora’s brother was stabbed, I lost half my teeth and Dora’s so messed up she’s turned herself into the Terminator. It’s a miracle none of us are dead. Why would we go looking for a rematch?’


‘So you just want to run away and hide?’ said Jana, her voice scathing.


‘Yes, I do,’ said Kaz. ‘Why not? Quil is like the nutter at a party, you just have to ignore them and eventually they go away and stop bothering you.’


Jana tutted. ‘That’s pathetic, Kaz,’ she said. ‘I thought you were the hero type. I thought you were all about the action and adventure.’


Kaz looked down at Jana in the wheelchair, her weakened frame and sunken cheeks, and he thought ‘Action and adventure nearly got you killed’. He could have told her that all he really wanted to do was keep her safe, but she wouldn’t thank him for the sentiment.


‘There’s a difference between going on an adventure and trying to get yourself killed,’ he said firmly. ‘I prefer sharp metal objects to stay outside my body, thanks.’


‘I never thought you were a coward, Kaz,’ said Jana spitefully.


That hurt, so Kaz bit his tongue, knowing there was nothing he could say that wouldn’t escalate the argument.


Ten minutes later, as he pushed the wheelchair towards the hospital again, Jana broke the silence.


‘Sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘I didn’t mean that. I know you’re not a coward. I just want answers. I want to understand what’s going on. And hey, if Quil turns out to be too much of a problem, Dora can just jump back in time and put a bullet in her head.’ She turned and looked up at Kaz, smiling sheepishly.


He laughed, relaxing again.


‘I wish it were that simple,’ he said ruefully.


‘As soon as I’m fit enough, I’m going with Dora,’ said Jana. ‘She and I have agreed we’re going to do what Steve suggested. I’d really like it if you came with us, Kaz. I know I can count on you.’


‘Of course,’ said Kaz, smiling.


What he’d come to realise was that all she’d had to do was ask; he’d follow her to the end of time, if she wanted. But he wasn’t going to tell her that.


Not yet, anyway.




Date – Unknown / Location – Unknown


Kaz, Dora and Jana burned into being holding hands in a circle with their backs to each other, facing outwards. The configuration had been Dora’s suggestion – she argued that it would allow them to assess their environment more quickly and could save their lives if they materialised on a battlefield, a motorway or somewhere similarly dangerous.


In fact they materialised in darkness, lit moments later when a single fluorescent strip light flickered to life.


‘Boring,’ said Jana, and Kaz had to agree.


Following Steve’s advice, they had joined hands and he and Dora had steered them from Kinshasa as far into the future as they could. Not knowing what to expect, he was disappointed to see that they had arrived in a small windowless room with filing cabinets around the wall and nothing else to recommend it.


‘This is a filing cupboard,’ said Kaz, incredulously. ‘Who uses paper files in the future?’


‘Someone with dirty secrets who doesn’t want to risk being hacked,’ said Dora, drawing her sword.
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