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            Praise for The Time Tider

         

         
            “A wondrous feat of imagination and an exciting exploration of the possibilities of time.”

            Vashti Hardy, author of Brightstorm

            “This is my favourite Sinéad O’Hart so far. The Time Tider crackles with lives lived on the edges and precious time running out. It’s spine tinglingly good.”

            Nicola Penfold, author of Where the World Turns Wild

            “With its rich, vivid writing and creative handling of the concept of time, this fast-paced and warm-hearted adventure story is one that’s sure to stay with readers long after they’ve turned the last page. I loved it!”

            Sophie Cameron, author of Our Sister, Again

            “The Time Tider is a read-past-bedtime, utterly gripping thriller. My new favourite of [Sinéad’s]!”

            H.S. Norup, author of The Hungry Ghost

            “The Time Tider is an exciting and warm-hearted novel about family, loss and growing up that had me on the edge of my seat… A unique and magical take on our relationship with time and with each other…”

            Katharine Corr, co-author of The Witch’s Kiss

            “An explosive, thought-provoking adventure in book form. Beautifully strange.”

            Eve McDonnell, author of The Chestnut Roaster

            “Fast-moving, mind-bending and thrilling. Recommend!”

            Lou Abercrombie, author of Coming Up for Air

            “Intricate and intense, The Time Tider is an adventure story like no other. As the momentum builds, you’ll be hanging on to every second.”

            Rachel Delahaye, author of Mort the Meek

            “This is a wonderful, rip-roaring adventure, packed with non-stop action and laced together with friendship, heart and wisdom. I absolutely loved it.”

            Sharon Gosling, author of The Diamond Thief

            “An intelligent and tightly plotted adventure with a time-stopper of a concept. Reading this book will make you lose track of time – and then be terrified of the consequences!”

            Lindsay Galvin, author of My Friend the Octopus

            “Compelling, original and bursting with imagination.”

            Victoria Williamson, author of The Fox Girl and the White Gazelle

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        To the memory of Jean E. Hogan –

student, teacher, shining light.
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         “Evening, sweetheart!” Mara looked up at the sound of a woman’s cheery voice. The woman, a volunteer, was pouring soup into cardboard cartons, her bright yellow City Homeless Outreach bib pulled tight over her thick, patterned cardigan. Mara shook her head at the soup, and the woman gave a friendly wink before setting the carton down and pouring another. As soon as the woman was distracted by the next person in the queue, Mara quickly swiped three bread rolls from the pile at the end of the table, squishing them into one of her deep pockets. There were already two hygiene kits in there, one for Mara and one for her dad, and there was space for plenty more contraband if Mara had the chance to grab it. This city was unfamiliar, but every queue like this was exactly the same. Mara knew what to expect.

         She glanced up at the volunteers at the next station. They were stacking tubs full of hot food on to the table in front of them – Mara didn’t know, or care, what the food was. She moved up and waited her turn.

         “You on your own, little one?” said a young woman, placing a tub along with plastic cutlery wrapped in a napkin into a thin bag. “You got a grown-up with you?” Mara glanced at her but said nothing. The volunteer wore a purple beanie over her long black locs, as well as a concerned expression.

         As Mara took the bag, she saw the woman turn to speak to a colleague. She didn’t give them a chance to ask her anything else. Dropping her gaze, she darted away, grabbing two more tubs of food from the far end of the table. She ignored the volunteer at the last station, who was handing out some sort of leaflet, and hurried out into the drizzle, stuffing the extra tubs into the bag.

         “Hey!” came a voice. Mara didn’t look round; she knew better than that. “Sweetheart! Please – stop!”

         Mara pressed down her panic and focused. She didn’t know this city, but she didn’t need to. As her pace quickened, she opened her mind to a noise she’d been trying to block out ever since she’d neared the top of the queue: a noise like a distant electrical crackle, or a radio signal from a dying star. The gentle swish of buzzing filled her ears. There was a soft place nearby and Mara let it draw her.

         Taking a right at the next corner, Mara plunged into a dark side street. Alleys split off to the left and right. Straight ahead was an entrance to a multi-storey car park, locked up and shuttered. Ahead and to her left, a narrow alley opened out; nearby, a street light glowed, throwing down a cone of orange light into the alley that let her see the outline of a large wheelie bin. Anything past that was drowned in shadow. Inside her head, the crackling noise intensified.

         “Little girl!” came a voice from behind. Mara jerked, instinctively facing the speaker. The woman with the patterned cardigan was there, squinting into the darkness, a brightly lit mobile phone in one hand. “Please, darling! I just want to help!”

         For a moment Mara was frozen with indecision, out of sight in the shadows. Then the woman’s colleague came from behind her, a young man with round, owlish spectacles. “Is she here?” His voice was low. The woman put the phone to her ear and began to speak. “Hello? Is that Store Street police station? It’s Angela Addo, with the City Outreach. We’ve got a child endangerment issue here…”

         Mara’s muscles finally kicked into action. She turned and ran, breaking her cover. Behind her, the adults shouted again, telling her to stop, but her father’s voice rang in her head. You must avoid the police at all costs. 

         The buzz from the soft place was like the whispering sea, gently calling her forwards. It was a small one, and calm. It probably wouldn’t last long. Mara ducked into the alley, feeling her teeth chatter with cold and fear, and then – she felt it. She saw it. Right behind the wheelie bin, a greyish-silver wrinkling in the air. She saw its edges, the extent of its spherical shape as it waited. Without hesitation she ran into the soft place and it folded around her.

         Mara closed her eyes. The cold was gone and the fear along with it. She breathed, slow and deep, her pulse settling. In this soft place, it felt like she was floating – like something else was bearing her weight, setting her free, letting her rest. Sounds from outside reached her ears through the still-crackling static buzz but Mara couldn’t properly hear anything. She knew that if she opened her eyes she might see the misty, indistinct outlines of the people searching fruitlessly for the child they’d seen running in here only moments before – but she didn’t want to do that.

         She wanted to wait until the soft place was ready to let her go.

         Finally, like waking up from a deep sleep or a bubble making its way to the surface, she was back in the dark, cold alleyway – but she kept her senses on full alert. The adults from the Outreach were gone, but she could still hear their voices. She breathed slowly, letting the world settle back around her once again.

         Mara didn’t know what these soft places were. All she knew was they’d often saved her skin, giving her somewhere to hide if she needed it, or a place to just be, away from everyone. She couldn’t remember when she’d first started noticing them, but she’d always known they were there.

         She got to her feet. Her muscles ached with tiredness and she was cold through. There was a bad smell in the air too, not just the stink from the wheelie bin, but something more pungent. Something rotten, and it was close by. Mara had been around soft places long enough to know that sometimes, when you found one, you’d find something dead not far away, but she never let herself think too deeply about the connection. She put her sleeve over her nose and mouth to block the stench as a sudden, freezing splash landed on the back of her neck, almost making her yell in surprise; instead, she just turned, looking up. A drainpipe came to an end above her, its yawning mouth leading up into total darkness, and she quickly moved out of the way.

         She walked to the end of the alley, looking both ways before she stuck her head out. The voices of the volunteers were gone now, but she had to be careful – they might not have gone far. Moments later she emerged on to the wide road she’d left behind as she’d run from the Outreach. She approached the corner and peeked round it. To her left she could see the brightness of the Outreach station, and parked in front was a police car, its lights flashing; the woman with the cardigan was speaking through the window with the officers inside. Mara glanced up at the clock above the portico. It had only been eight minutes, and she frowned thoughtfully. It had felt like she’d spent much longer than that inside the soft place, hours and hours, but she knew enough about them now to know that was how they worked. When you were inside one, time didn’t seem to run the way it normally did – what felt like forever would turn out to have been only a few minutes by the clock. She shrugged, pushing the thought away, and looked back at the police car.

         An officer had opened her door and was standing beside the vehicle, taking a statement from the Outreach volunteers. Mara knew that was her cue to disappear. She pulled up her collar and was gone into the darkness, hoping she’d make it back to her dad before the food got much colder.
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         Her dad was bent over his work when she got back to their van. The door’s rusted hinges creaked open and screeched shut but he didn’t lift his eyes from the pool of light at his table.

         “Food,” Mara said, dumping the plastic bag down on to her bunk.

         Her dad grunted, his attention unwavering from the deconstructed watch that lay in pieces on a white cloth in front of him. On a shelf above his work desk, his apparatus – that was his own word for it – was set up, consisting of three small glass vessels connected by narrow glass tubes. A thick, colourful fluid flowed noiselessly between the vessels, swirling strangely as Mara glanced at it. She’d been curious about this apparatus and its contents all her life, but when she asked her dad about it his answers were vague or confusing. She’d long ago stopped asking, though her curiosity remained.

         “Dad, I said food.” Mara turned to the cupboards behind her and pulled out a pair of cracked plates. She stowed the plastic cutlery the Outreach lady had given her in their “silverware drawer’” an old wooden box crammed with whatever knives, forks and spoons they owned, and pulled out their only pieces of proper stainless steel cutlery, mismatched and stolen from who knew where. She turned back to her father.

         He hadn’t moved. He hadn’t even glanced at the food. Mara sighed.

         She laid the plates on the floor, glancing up at her father as she did so. His eyes were hidden behind his magnifying goggles, and he made no indication he even knew she was there. She pulled open the lid of the first tub and breathed in the steam that billowed out. Spicy, she thought with a grin. Some of the sauce splashed on to her fingers as she dished it on to her dad’s plate. She licked it off, her senses tingling. It was tasty.

         She forked out half of the second tub on to her own plate and sealed up the rest, hoping it would keep until the next day. Then she placed her father’s plate and cutlery at his elbow, careful not to disturb his delicate work, before settling herself on the floor with her back against her bunk and her knees against the edge of her dad’s. She’d almost finished eating her meal when she remembered the bread rolls. Shifting to one side, she slid a hand into her pocket and pulled one out. Tearing it open, she used half to mop up the sauce.

         As she swallowed the last mouthful, Mara looked up. Her father had put away the timepiece he’d been working on and now held his own pocket watch: a beautiful silver thing in a polished case. He was looking at its face but Mara couldn’t read his expression. Once in a while, he would let her look at this watch and the crest it bore, along with the words engraved above it – a motto, he said, though Mara wasn’t sure whose, or what it meant:

         
      Time and Tide May Wait for None; But They Will Wait for Me. 
    

         “Dad?” Mara said gently. She pushed herself up on to her bed, looking at the table. Her dad hadn’t touched his food. It sat beside him, congealed on his plate. Mara pressed her lips tight. “Dad,” she repeated loudly.

         Finally he turned to her. “Mara,” he said, his voice sounding hoarse. She saw him blink once, his eyes looking insect-like and strange behind his watchmaker’s lenses, before he flipped them up and looked at her with his ordinary eyes. They were tired.

         “You haven’t eaten.” She glanced down at the food.

         Her father followed her look and blinked again, surprised. “So I haven’t.” He met her eyes again. “Sorry, love.”

         “You were busy when I came back.”

         Her father closed his eyes and rubbed them with his free hand, pushing his glasses up. “I’m always busy, Mara.”

         “You shouldn’t be too busy to eat,” she said. “Go on. It’s still warm enough.”

         Her father took in a breath and slowly let it back out. Then he slid his watch into a pocket and tucked his hourglass, which he always wore around his neck on a length of thin leather, into his collar. He took off his glasses, with his loupes still attached, and left them carefully on his desk. Finally he was ready. He pulled the plate towards him, picking up the cutlery with a faint click. 

         Mara watched him as he ate. When he was finished, he handed her the plate with one hand while he reached for the stack of road maps in a cubbyhole over his desk with the other. “Let’s get moving as soon as we can. Right, love?”

         Before Mara had even risen to her feet, her dad was absorbed in a map, plotting their route with a ruler and pencil. They often travelled at night, when it was quieter, taking back roads – her father did his utmost to avoid motorways. And they never used anything but paper maps to find their way. Her dad didn’t even own a mobile phone, let alone one that was connected to the web. This wasn’t just down to the fact that they drove – and lived in – an ancient, clapped-out van; mostly it was because he was paranoid about being followed. Mara paused at the van’s back doors, looking back at him. Once again her father was absorbed in his work, the light like a halo around him in the darkness of the van’s interior. It glinted off the streaks of grey in his hair and his scrubby beard, and Mara sighed internally as she watched him.

         Who on earth would follow us, Dad? she thought for the millionth time. Nobody knows or even cares who we are. 

         She pushed open the protesting door and hopped down to the ground. The spigot sputtered a bit as she turned it, fed by the water collection tank on the van’s roof. The water was cold, and her hands were numb by the time she was done rinsing the plates, but she filled her palm and took a long drink before flicking the spigot off.

         She stacked the plates back in their cupboard, fastening the door with a home-made wooden lock. She hoped it would be enough to stop the doors swinging open as they drove, and that nothing would get too rattled about. Her dad had already packed away his apparatus, the glass vessels safe in their storage box. Mara looked at it, sharp cornered and emblazoned with his initials, GD for Gabriel Denbor, as she checked the table and stool had been folded flat. They didn’t own much, and what they did have was easy to secure. They needed to be ready to move at a moment’s notice – or so Mara had been raised to believe.

         Her dad pulled open the drapes on the van’s windows and tied them in place. Wordlessly, Mara settled herself into the passenger side and put her seat belt on.

         “Don’t you want to get some rest?” her father said as he set the engine roaring into life.

         “Not sleepy,” Mara said, reading the clock on the dashboard. It was almost quarter to one in the morning, and she squished her lips tight to avoid a yawn.

         “Mmm,” said her dad, throwing her an amused sidelong glance. Mara gave him a half-hearted grin as he shifted the van into gear. With a roar, they lurched forwards, the dim street lights guiding them down narrow, deserted alleys, all the way out of the city. Her dad avoided using the headlights until he absolutely had to, and eventually, they pinged to life, scattering the darkness in front of them.

         On and on they drove, the van’s wheels eating up the night, and very soon Mara was asleep. Curled into the worn leather of the seat, she dreamed of things she wouldn’t remember when she woke. Somewhere at the heart of her dreaming walked a cat, sleek and shiny eyed, who went where she pleased, completely unafraid.
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         Mara awoke in her bed, warm in her blankets. She stretched, blinking as she looked around. Daylight seeped into the van through the cracks between the drapes, though the tinted back windows were dark, as usual. The van’s interior was thick with shadows, and all she could hear was the trill of birdsong that trickled in through the vents. She knew, without having to listen for her dad’s breathing, that she was alone. He’s on a job. 

         She closed her eyes again as a familiar weight began dragging her down into a well-worn memory. Once, when she was little, her dad had left her in a playground by herself while he’d gone on a job. Mara remembered the girl her own age who’d played with her and the girl’s mum who’d looked after her – but who’d grown worried and impatient as the minutes ticked by and there was still no sign of Mara’s father. She recalled the argument the adults had when her father finally reappeared and how she’d clung to the other little girl in fear. Most of all she remembered how it had broken her heart to feel her dad pulling her away from her new friend – who’d told her all about school, and horses, and music lessons, things Mara couldn’t even imagine – while her mum, anger pinching her pretty face, had threatened to call the police.

         “What is your job, anyway?” the woman had shouted at Mara’s father, as he’d dragged her, weeping, out of the playground. “What sort of job makes you leave your six-year-old alone for all this time?”

         Mara opened her eyes, realizing they’d been squished tight, and blinked hard as she looked around. What was her father’s job? He would never tell her the specifics. She knew he worked with watches – but that didn’t explain anything about their life and why they lived it this way. It didn’t explain what his “apparatus” was for, or the odd-looking contents of his glass vessels, or why he never seemed to take a day off. All she knew was that he and Mara spent their lives going from place to place, never stopping long enough anywhere for her to meet anyone, know anyone, or do anything besides exist inside this van…

         Wiping her nose on her sleeve, Mara pushed off her blankets and sat up, placing her feet squarely on the threadbare rug between the bunks. She counted her breaths, feeling her heart rate settle as she pushed her thoughts down into her belly. Then she scraped her greasy curls back into a tight bun and hauled herself out of bed. Crawling into the front seat of the van, she checked the clock – 7:10 a.m. – and peeked out beneath one of the drapes to see what sort of place her dad had chosen to stop in for the night. The city was long behind them. All she could see outside the window was a tall, brambly hedge, overgrown and untended, down some country lane in the middle of nowhere.

         Moments later, Mara emerged from the van holding her hygiene kit from the City Outreach – wipes, toothpaste and brush, and a bar of soap – along with her own old washcloth. Quickly, she used the spigot as she brushed her teeth and scrubbed her face, and then she vanished into some long grass behind the van to take care of the rest of her needs. When she emerged, she looked all around. The narrow road had a line of green growing up the middle, the tarmac shattering into gravel at the edges. Somewhere, she could hear the faint swishswishswish of tyres on a motorway. The poles holding up the power lines were leaning to one side, thick with ivy.

         With a shrug, she tossed the hygiene kit back inside the van and began to walk. The hedgerows were heavy with fruit and soon she had a tummy full of blackberries. She had no idea how long her dad would take or where he even was, and––

         Mara stopped in her tracks as a noise reached her ears. Silently, she hopped off the road and on to the grassy verge. Then the noise came again. A man, laughing.

         Stepping over brambles and choosing her footsteps carefully, Mara edged her way towards a gap in the hedgerow, an entrance to an overgrown field. In the gap was a car, parked so that it was hard to see from the road. Mara crouched, peering through the greenery, keeping out of eyeshot. A man, tall and well-dressed, leaned against the car with his arms casually folded, talking to someone. Mara stretched forwards, craning her neck to see who his companion was – and froze. Dad. She gasped, even though deep down Mara knew this was what she’d see. She curled herself up tight as she tried to think. She knew her father wouldn’t want her to watch – he’d never allowed her to see him at work.

         So that’s why I’ve got to take this chance, Mara told herself, unfolding her body and getting back into position.

         Gabriel stood, wearing his long, many-pocketed coat, in the muddy entrance to the field.

         “So what’ve you got for me this time?” the man said. Mara couldn’t help but notice how well-made his clothes were, and how shiny his shoes. His car was brand-new, a top-of-the-range model. “The sooner we get this deal done and get out of here, the better!” He took in a deep breath, pulling a face. “I’m not really made for all this fresh air.”

         Mara saw her father give a short, polite smile. “I’ve got what you asked for,” he said. “Exactly as you ordered, Mr Gormley – three weeks, fully complete, down to the last second. And it’s at the most cost-effective price I could manage, though you must appreciate the difficulty in sourcing the product.”

         Mara frowned. Whatever her dad was selling to this rich man, it certainly wasn’t a watch. But what else did he have to offer?

         “Let’s see it, then,” Mr Gormley said, stepping forwards. Gabriel reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a small glass vessel – same as the ones he used in his apparatus. Mara watched closely, her heart thumping hard. The jar was full of that strange, swirling fluid, which had always reminded her of honey – except, unlike honey, this fluid seemed to move strangely, almost like it was being stirred from inside. Mr Gormley grunted with approval as Gabriel held up the jar. “And you’re sure it’s the best you could do?”

         Gabriel began to put the jar back into his pocket. “If you’d prefer to cancel––” he began, but Mr Gormley shook his head impatiently.

         “No, no,” he said, irritated. “My old man swears by you, and he’d never let me hear the end of it if I didn’t keep up the family tradition.” He reached into his own pocket and pulled out his wallet. “I’ll give you your price, though I don’t see why you can’t offer me a discount.” He began to count out some notes from a thick wad. “Like frequent flyer miles, or whatever.” Gabriel’s mouth twitched upwards at the joke.

         “I hope you can appreciate that the price is reflective of my work and effort,” Gabriel said. “I don’t overcharge, Mr Gormley. I assure you.”

         Mara watched intently. She still had no idea what was in the glass jar but she guessed it had to be something bad. Something illegal, even. Why else would their business be conducted here, in an empty, isolated field? And what’s my dad been doing with this stuff all these years? Her thoughts were fast and sharp.

         Mr Gormley checked the notes one last time, and then handed them over. Gabriel smoothly passed him the glass jar at the same time. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr Denbor.” Mr Gormley gave a wide, self-satisfied smile as he examined the contents of the jar. He flicked the glass with his fingernail and it gave a rich-sounding hum. “I assume it’s the same process as usual?”

         Mara’s father nodded, tucking the money into his pocket. “If you could take it now, I’d be grateful for the return of the vessel,” he said. “They’re always in demand.”

         Mr Gormley shrugged. “Sure, sure,” he muttered, twisting the lid of the jar – but he must have been careless, as some of the contents oozed through an opening. But instead of spilling out, like a liquid would, drops of the colourful “fluid” rose into the air like tiny balloons before vanishing. “Whoops!” Mr Gormley said, putting his mouth to the gap. He tossed the rest of the contents back. Inside the now-empty jar, Mara could see a stick, slowly spinning. It widened a little at the end, like a paddle.

         “Excuse me,” Gabriel muttered bad-temperedly and reached out for the jar. Mr Gormley nodded, wiping his lips and raising his eyebrows apologetically as he handed it over.

         Mara stared at her father as he opened the jar with a twist of his hand. Then he cleared his throat, closed his eyes – and vanished. 

         Mara gasped, loudly enough for Mr Gormley to straighten up and look around. “Who’s there?” he said. He glanced past Mara’s hiding place, his eyes worried – but before he had a chance to come looking for her, there was a ripple in the air and Gabriel reappeared. He was holding the resealed glass jar, this time with a tiny amount of fluid in it. Mara guessed these were the drops Mr Gormley had spilled a few moments before – but none of the rest of what she’d seen made any sense. Her heart was thundering so fast, she felt she was going to be sick.

         “I think we’d better get out of here,” Mr Gormley said, taking the jar. “I’ll give this back next time I see you.”

         “Is there a problem?” Gabriel settled his coat around him.

         “I think – we might not be on our own,” Mr Gormley said, nodding towards the hedge Mara was hiding behind. Her father turned to look and their eyes met.

         Mara got to her feet and ran, her panic making her steps noisier than she’d like, but she didn’t get far before she heard her father calling her name. She stopped, turning round just as her dad came striding out of the field, his arms wide. “What’s the rush, little one?”

         “I – um. Dad, I’m sorry. I know I’m not supposed to––”

         “This is your girl, then?” Mr Gormley said, appearing behind Gabriel. He tucked the glass jar into his jacket as he spoke. “Pleasure to meet you,” he said to Mara.

         Gabriel turned to shake hands with Mr Gormley before joining Mara on the road. He put his arm round her shoulders as they walked on. A soft purring roar made Mara turn to look back – it was just Mr Gormley’s car taking off. He gave them a friendly wave as he drove away.

         “Now, now,” Gabriel began, his voice low. “Who’s been a nosy parker, then?”

         “I was just walking,” Mara said. “I heard you talking. I didn’t mean to spy.”

         Gabriel chuckled, pulling Mara close. “No matter.”

         Mara swallowed hard. “Dad – what did you do? What happened just now?”

         Gabriel gave her a strange look. “What do you mean?”

         “I mean, you disappeared. You vanished.”

         Gabriel shook his head in fond disbelief. “Don’t be silly, sweetheart. People don’t just vanish, do they?”

         “You did,” Mara said, pushing hard against her nerves, fighting to settle herself. Didn’t he? For a moment, Mara wasn’t sure. Had she really seen what she thought she’d seen? It seemed impossible. Ridiculous, even.

         Gabriel shrugged. They’d reached the van and he took off his coat as he spoke. “Fair enough. I’m not going to get into an argument. You’re probably hungry, right? That can make you see things.” He winked at her as he tossed his coat on to her bunk and closed the van’s back doors. “Let’s get going, and we can pick up something nice on our next stop.”

         Mara’s anger flared up. “What? Paid for with the money you just took for – whatever that stuff is?” She gathered her strength. “It’s illegal, isn’t it? Whatever you’re selling?”

         Gabriel gave her an incredulous look. “Illegal, no. Unregulated, perhaps you could say. I’m not breaking a single law, Mara, not in any jurisdiction in the world. I promise you.”

         “So what is it?”

         “It’s none of your business,” her father said, pulling open the driver’s door and hauling himself into the van. Mara strode around to the passenger side and yanked her own door open, listening to her father whistle as he did up his seat belt.

         Moments later, the van roared into life and pulled out on to the road again, travelling in the opposite direction to Mr Gormley’s car. Gabriel hummed as he drove, drumming out a rhythm on the steering wheel, and Mara’s head boiled over with questions. Could she have imagined it all? It was true what her father said: People didn’t just disappear. And Mr Gormley hadn’t seemed bothered by anything unusual going on. Surely, if someone vanished before his eyes, he’d think it was a bit unusual, wouldn’t he? Or completely terrifying? Mara closed her eyes, feeling her head begin to pound. I don’t understand any of this. 

         She glanced sidelong at her father. He seemed unusually cheerful. Mara kept her breaths even as she turned back towards the view outside the window, replaying what she’d seen in her mind. I didn’t imagine it, she told herself. Her dad was keeping something from her – perhaps many things, perhaps more things than Mara could bear. Whatever had been in that jar, Mara knew, was the reason their lives were so strange – and she knew she was tired of pushing her questions down, leaving them unasked. She had to find out what the vessels contained and what it had to do with her father, and with her.

         And she realized that if her dad wasn’t going to tell her the truth, she’d have to get to the bottom of things herself.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Time Tider’s Handbook, 1/A/iv: Trust that Time will lead you in the burial of your tools. Just as you have discovered them, so you will leave them for another to find, as Time decrees…

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter Four
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         The rain had started barely half an hour into their journey. Mara sat with her legs tucked beneath her, balancing a sketchbook on her knee. The world passed by outside the van, streaked through with watery tendrils, and as she drew, she did her best to pretend she was completely, entirely alone. Besides the fact that she was in a moving vehicle not being driven by her, Mara felt there might as well be nobody else on earth.

         “Nice to see you drawing again.” Her dad’s voice dredged her up out of her thoughts.

         “Mmm,” Mara replied, glancing down at her work. She’d drawn a screaming face, wild-eyed, with cracks running over its skin. She flipped the book closed before her father could ask to see it, running her fingers over her own childish handwriting on the front cover. Mara Denbor, she’d written, years before, when her dad had begun to teach her letters.

         “We’re coming into a town,” her dad said, glancing at the road sign as they passed it. Mara read its name – Newtownbarry. It meant nothing to her. “Do you need a break? Or food?” Mara shrugged, straightening up in her seat, and her father sighed. “Well. I could do with a bathroom stop, so if it doesn’t inconvenience you too much, we’ll do it here.”

         Mara stared at the side of his face. “Makes no difference to me where we are.” She picked at a frayed edge on the cover of her sketchbook. “My entire life makes no difference to anyone,” she muttered.

         Her father sighed again. “Are you still being dramatic about earlier?”

         Mara swallowed hard against the words she wanted to say. “No,” she finally managed.

         “Good. I’m glad we’ve put that behind us. Once we’ve had something to eat, I’m sure you’ll feel better.”

         Mara made no reply as they drove into a small, pretty village, bursting with full window boxes and neatly trimmed verges. A narrow canal ran through it, trickling down the main street, and Mara noticed a cluster of shops, cafés and a pub festooned with flags on the far side of the road. Picnic benches were set out in front. She peered out of the van’s windows as her dad pulled up the squealing handbrake and turned the engine off. People walked their dogs, children were running home from school. A car drove past, its radio pumping.

         Mara turned to her dad. He was gazing thoughtfully at her and when she met his eye he smiled, looking wistful.

         “I remember once, when I was a kid, you told me you’d never lie to me,” Mara said. Her father’s eyes widened slightly.

         “You’re still a kid, pet,” he responded softly. “At least, that’s what twelve-year-olds were in my time.”

         Mara pressed her lips tight. “You know what I mean,” she muttered.

         Her father scratched at his hairline. “Yes. All right. And it was true, what I said.”

         “But you do lie,” Mara said. “Not telling the full truth is a type of lying. Isn’t it?”

         Her dad paused before answering. “I suppose,” he said, not meeting Mara’s eye. “But parents also have a duty to keep their children safe, Mara. Sometimes, not being entirely honest is part of that.” He looked back at her. “It’s not the same thing as lying.”

         Mara turned away from her dad. Outside, two ladies, one with an energetic dog on a lead, had stopped for a chat outside the pub, their umbrellas bobbing as they moved. “So, if I asked you to tell me exactly what happened in that field, what would you say?” She looked back at him, fixing him with a stare.

         He sighed wearily. “Nothing happened in that field, Mara. At least, nothing beyond me doing my job, which is not something you need to know the ins and outs of. Trust me.”

         Mara chewed the inside of her lip, turning away again. She could hear the ladies still chatting.

         “Right,” Gabriel said after a silent moment, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. He nodded to a café beside the pub. “I’m heading to that greasy spoon there to try to stomach a cup of coffee in exchange for the use of their bathroom. If you want to come and join me, I’d be glad.” Mara said nothing. “Well, I’ll leave the keys in the ignition. In case you get cold or you want some music or whatever,” Gabriel continued.

         She turned back to her dad. “Aren’t you scared I’ll take off?”

         “I’ll trust you this time,” he told her. “Just make sure to lock the van if you’re leaving it. And watch the road. Right?”

         “Yes, Dad,” Mara said, looking away.

         Gabriel said nothing else. Mara felt the van shake as he climbed out of his seat and picked his coat up from her bunk. The back doors creaked as he opened them and a gust of cool, rainy air filled the van. Mara didn’t look around, even when he sighed wearily before shutting the door again with a thunk. 

         Mara watched her dad check the road before jogging across. The ladies and their dog gave him a wide berth. Gabriel didn’t even seem to notice, giving them a friendly nod as he ducked inside the café, but Mara could see the mistrust on their faces. Sometimes, Mara forgot that most dads – most men her dad’s age – didn’t wear combat trousers, battered boots and long, ex-army coats, and didn’t let their hair and beards get so long and dirty. She realized, again, that they looked, both of them, like relics from another age.

         She focused on the dashboard in front of her, suddenly hating it and this van and everything in it. At least I now know where he’s getting money for coffee and cakes, she thought. But I need to find out what’s in those glass jars. What is he selling? She knew the answers to her questions had to be in the van. There was literally nowhere else for them to be.

         She let her legs drop, sitting forwards so sharply that the seat belt cut into her shoulder. She unclicked it and turned in her seat, taking in the van’s interior.

         The back doors were shut, their darkened windows giving nothing away. In front of those doors, against the side wall, was her bunk. Her dad’s bed, facing it, was folded up. Mara let her gaze roam, trying to see her tiny home like she’d never seen it before. Their folding table, with her dad’s shelves above it. The stool, collapsed and flat, tucked in beneath it. Facing that, the wall-mounted cupboards with their locked-shut doors, and beneath them the hob and the battered sink.

         Finally her eyes fell on the storage box for her dad’s glassware, strapped down beside the table. Was she imagining it, or did the light gleam on its metal fittings?

         Mara tossed her sketchbook and pencils on to her bed and clambered out of her seat, dropping to her knees beside the glassware box. She oofed with effort as she loosened its straps and picked it up, settling it on her lap. It seemed so innocuous – just a box, with a handle in the lid and a large lock on the front. But how do I get it open? 

         She put the box back on to the floor, fixing its strap fast out of habit, and climbed into the driver’s seat. Her father’s keys were hanging from the ignition. Unless her dad had the key to the box with him, chances are it was included in this bunch – but as Mara tried to reach out for them, she drew her fingers back.

         She stretched up to see out over the dashboard, imagining how it would feel to have the freedom to go where she wanted, when she wanted; to have friends, to attend school, to do any of the things she dreamed of. She rested her forehead on the bottom of the steering wheel, her eyes squeezed tight. Just go. Get out of here. You’ll never find answers with Dad breathing down your neck. 

         Mara lifted her head, her jaw clenched tight. Keeping one hand on the steering wheel to anchor herself, she felt around beneath the seat for the lever which, when pulled up, made the seat slide forwards. Her dad had taught her to drive as an eighth birthday present, but it had been a long time since Mara had found herself behind the wheel. The seat was pushed right back to accommodate his long legs.

         But instead of the lever, her scrambling fingers found something unexpected. Something soft and cool, like leather – and then the coldness of metal. She leaned down as far as she could and yanked on this strange, hidden thing. Eventually it came free, and Mara sat up again, blowing stray hair out of her eyes, the object in her right hand. It was a bag, softened with age and ripped along the seams. Its metal buckle was tarnished and the cracks were thick with ingrained dirt.

         She blinked at it in confusion. Whatever she might have been expecting to find beneath her father’s seat, this was not it. Maybe it was Mum’s, Mara thought, sudden sadness taking a bite out of her, but then she noticed a small, circular design embossed into the leather right above the buckle. The dirt had dug itself in here too, making the design hard to read. She scratched at it gently with her nail. After a minute she felt sure the design showed two long-barrelled guns, crossed like an X.

         A sudden chill jabbed through her and Mara looked up, stretching to peer over the steering wheel once more. Her dad was sitting at the café window; she could see his elbow and the sleeve of his patched jumper and she let out a breath. Come on, then, she told herself, settling back into the seat. Let’s see what we’ve got here. 

         Mara’s fingers quivered as she pulled at the buckle. The leather was stiff and she had to work hard to get it through the fastening. Finally it came undone.

         Inside was a battered-looking metal tin and a large glass bottle. They both looked ancient, like things which had been hidden a hundred years before and completely forgotten about. Mara chewed her lip as she stared at them. She picked up the tin and shook it gently. She couldn’t hear anything moving around inside it, and the tin was light, though not light enough to be empty. Is this where he keeps his cash? She wondered whether it would be worth the effort of trying to force it open – with a knife, maybe, or a screwdriver. Her dad had both of those, but… She glanced back at the café. Gabriel was reading a newspaper, his forehead wrinkled, but the plate before him on the table was empty. Not worth the risk, she told herself. He could be back any minute. 

         She turned her attention instead to the bottle, picking it up carefully. It was made of greenish glass and stoppered with a cork – but the seal around the cork had been opened. Inside the bottle, Mara could see something like rolled-up sheets of paper.

         She glanced back at the café window. Her dad was still there. Do it.

         She put her thumbs beneath the flare of the cork and pushed. Gritting her teeth, she pushed again, harder, willing the cork to move. Slowly, it began to creep upwards, dragging itself reluctantly out of the neck of the bottle. Mara set it to one side and fished out the tube of paper, hoping it wouldn’t turn out to be something boring, like a shopping list or someone’s will.

         She blinked with surprise as she unrolled the papers. They turned out to be rather like a book – thin and flexible, with a cover which had once been stitched on. Over the years many more sheets had been added to it – some had been stapled in and some of the staples had rusted orange. The entire thing was quite fragile.

         The Time Tider’s Handbook, Mara read on the cover sheet. It had been hand-drawn beautifully on the slightly thicker card binding the rolled-up book together. Gingerly, she opened the book, and a sheet came loose. She pulled it free and held it steady.
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