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Chapter One

The house was unnaturally quiet.

It looked the same as usual: portraits of a family—mother and baby, father and toddler—on the walls, a scatter of Lego and jigsaw puzzles on the floor, a forgotten coat slung over the bannister at the top of the stairs.

The man walked onwards towards the staircase.

It was too quiet.

All he had to do was call out and break the silence, but he couldn’t.

Run and hide.

That was what his dad had told him. He had done what he was told.

The front door was cracked open, a thin slice of pale morning light cutting across the patterned tiles on the hall floor. It stretched on towards the lab, which was impossible. The sun was too high for it to stretch so far.

Something wasn’t right.

The stairs creaked underfoot as he crept down. The tiles in the hall were cold. His clothes were soaked. He didn’t remember why. They were wet, and he was cold, and it was all too quiet.

He saw—did he?—the body. A sheet. A shoe on a foot from under it. He saw it. A glimpse. He walked closer, and the sheet was still there. He reached out and grabbed the sheet to see the face of the one who did it.

There was nothing there. No one. The sheet fell from his numb fingers, vanishing before it hit the floor, and he walked onwards.

The door was open, no longer secret. They had cleaned the bloodstains, but he’d heard them talking quietly when they thought he couldn’t hear, and the handprints were back, smeared on the wall. Whose? He didn’t know.

Light shone up from the basement. The walls were white where they weren’t red. It wasn’t silent down there. The electric crackle of power hummed around him as he made his way down. It should all have been bigger. When he was there the first time, it all seemed so much bigger. He remembered the crackle, too, and knew what it meant.

Their secret, something no one had ever known.

He crossed the floor of the laboratory, ignoring the computers and the information all over them. The sound was coming from the next room, and he knew what he was going to see.

The temporal gate connected, blazing with light. The man standing before it, barely more than a silhouette.

“We’re running out of time.”

The voice was familiar, but it was wrong too, not the voice he remembered. Too many years without. Too many years of his memories being worn away. He couldn’t remember it now, not exactly, not the intonation, not the lilt or the accent.

He tried to speak, but his throat was closing up. He reached out towards his father, trying to catch him before he did what he always did. His fingers passed through his father’s shoulder as if it was nothing more than a shadow; then his father stepped through the gate. The world blazed white, dazzling him.

“No!” He ran towards the gate only to collide with a solid wall. Wall on all sides. Enclosed. Trapped. He was somewhere safe. Safe and closed and dark and alone until Dad came for him. The door was sealed and there was no way out, and in the dark he screamed—

Ben Sanders jolted, sitting bolt upright, panting. Iron bands squeezed his chest. He twisted frantically towards the glowing nightlight on the stool beside his bed. Staring at it, he counted down from thirty until his heartbeat evened out, and he could breathe again. He always kept the lighting low throughout the studio in case the nightlight failed. A shaft of white cracked through the ajar bathroom door. Not dark. Never dark.

His sheets clung to him, soaked with sweat. He pushed them aside and got out of the bed on unsteady legs. It took more effort than he liked to make it to the bathroom. He sank to the floor to sit by the toilet. The porcelain was cold as he propped his elbow on the seat, his fingers sinking into his sweat-matted hair.

Every night, it was getting worse. He knew why. How could he not? With every day that went by, he took another step closer to the day that would ruin his life. Time, time, time. That was what it came down to.

His stomach clenched, and he vomited, acid burning in his throat.

Any day now.

He got up and filled a glass of water at the sink. His reflection seemed more like someone half-dead, pale, with deep shadows beneath his eyes. He needed to rest, but not now. Not with his heart still pounding and the faint echo of his father’s voice lingering in his ears.

There was still so much to do.


Chapter Two

“And this is all I will say of the abomination.” Enoch pressed one hand to his chest and bowed his head. “Farewell, and God be with ye.”

There were several seconds of silence.

“Cut!”

Enoch raised his head, grinning. “It were all right, then?”

“Was,” Mack Robertson corrected for the fifteenth time in as many days. He glanced up from his folio, returning Enoch’s grin. “And yeah. Brilliant. I’ve never heard anyone get so angry with a spork before.”

Enoch snorted. “Neither fork, nor spoon, and twice as useless.” He scrambled off his couch and hurried over to Mack’s side. “They liked it?”

Janos Nagy returned from the sink and handed Enoch a cup of water. “They always like it.” Despite being some thirty years older than both Mack and Enoch, he took as much pleasure in the streams as either of them.

“Not all of them.” Enoch sat on the arm of Mack’s chair, trying to read some of the comments.

“I’ll get them all in a file for you,” Mack said. “The live ones as well.”

Enoch squeezed his shoulder gratefully. Though he’d been given the best tutors money could hire, he still did poorly with his letters. They became worse when there were a lot of them moving too fast for him to keep up.

Only a few years earlier, he had scarce been able to read at all. He’d had some schooling as a child, but his letters were so poor they thought him thickheaded. He cared naught when he worked the land, but then his life had been turned about when he’d walked through a shining gateway into another time.

Once, he had been a man of the 1750s, working hard to earn a scrap and doing what he had to. Now, thanks to the gateway, he had a grand home in one of the towering buildings of the Temporal Research Institute, dyslexia to confuse his letters, and something called a live-stream where thousands of people about the world would listen to what he had to say about strange things from modern life.

“I would that they would let me do another stream from those…” He knocked his knuckles on the chair, trying to recall the word. “The soup-markets?”

“Supermarket,” Janos said, sitting on the empty couch. He was a solemn man, but his mouth twitched. “You know why they say no.”

Enoch frowned at him, shaking his head. “The chicken was monstrous! Did you not see the size on it? I swear I might fit my whole head up its arse!”

“Oh, we know.” Mack’s eyes were dancing. “Everyone in a three-mile radius heard you yelling about it.” He closed the screens. “Anyway, we can’t go again. We’re banned. Officially.”

“Banned?” Enoch glanced between the two men.

“Banished,” Mack said gravely. “Forbidden.”

“For the chicken?”

Janos leaned forward, propping his forearms on his knees. One arm was false, the other real, but both seemed to work as well as the other. “They say your fans have been causing trouble.” His smile was there for true. “Some of them have been putting chickens on their heads.”

Enoch was both flattered and confused. “Why?”

Mack sniggered. “Because you said it. People listen.”

It greatly puzzled Enoch. It was true he was the first man from history to walk in modern times, and people thought him a strange marvel. It was strange to be in a world where people wanted to know his thoughts. They listened to him, and on their account, he found himself well paid and admired.

Sometimes, scholars came to speak to him, but they wanted to know about dull things, like crops and farming traditions. Waving a ten-pound chicken over his head and crying rage about it in a vast shop was much more fun.

It amazed him to learn people would pay money for him to talk and so much money too! He had more than fifty thousand a year, only for talking. No labour, no harvest, no hunting. For only his words, they thought him worth as much as his former master.

“About a chicken’s arse?”

Janos bit down on a smirk, and Mack laughed. “People like stupid shit.” Mack twisted his chair and elbowed Enoch on the hip. “They’re calling it ‘Noching’ when they go and find something you’ve done and copy it for a video.”

Sometimes, Mack made it easy to play the fool with him. “This one,” Enoch said, keeping his face solemn as the grave, “should be called Noch’s Cocks.”

To his delight, Janos chuckled.

Enoch stared at Mack instead, wide-eyed and puzzled. “Is something amiss?”

Mack’s face twisted up. He wanted to laugh, but Enoch knew Mack was never certain when Enoch was speaking in jest or seriousness. “I…I’m not sure it would be a good idea,” he finally said, his voice tight.

Jesu, it was too easy. “Why not?” Enoch widened his eyes. “The words sound akin to one another, and a cock is only a male chicken.”

Janos had his fist pressed to his mouth, muffling laughter. He scarce seemed to notice Mack glowering at him.

“Noooo,” Mack eventually said when it was clear Janos would be no help to him. “No. It—there’s another meaning…”

Enoch fought a smile. “Aye, and they would not be putting the chickens on their head, I think.”

“Ha!” Janos exclaimed, clapping his hands together. “Again! Dieter owes me another twenty.”

“Owes…” Mack narrowed his dark eyes to slits. “Shit, Enoch! Not again! I thought—” He groaned, dropping his head back against the couch. “One of these days, you’re not going to catch me out.”

“Shame on you,” Enoch sighed. “I know cocks well, upon my head or otherwise.” Janos made a choked sound. Some found him a hard man to amuse, but Enoch had never found it so. Enoch pantomimed putting a chicken against the front of his trews. “The security people would like it even less, I think.”

Both men burst out laughing, and Mack elbowed him in the thigh. “You’re a dick.”

“Cock,” Enoch corrected. “Best we dunt give them the idea, eh?”

“I’ll say! The chicken-hats are causing enough problems.”

Janos raised a finger. “Ah, but he was a farmhand. There are many stories of things lonely farmhands do…”

Enoch had to fight a laugh. So many of the people in the TRI went carefully about him, as if he might break apart if they jested about him. Janos was never like that. He had teased Enoch since the first months after he came through the gate. “I was but a virtuous labourer. I never saw a chicken, and no man can say otherwise.”

Mack rubbed at his brow with his knuckles. “Well, this conversation has taken a weird turn.”

“You began it,” Enoch said cheerfully.

“No!” Mack waved a finger at him. “I’m not taking the blame for you bringing up cocks!”

Enoch pressed his hand to his chest. “I have few enough skills, but bringing up cocks is one of them.”

Janos, it seemed, took his meaning where Mack did not. “No one from the world outside would believe the garbage you speak,” he said as he rose from the couch. “All this show of chaste little farmhand bullshit…”

Enoch smiled up at him. Janos was a man who favoured men and was married to one. Enoch had never told Janos of his own tastes, but sometimes, when a man was himself before friends, like called out to like. “Best no one tells them, then.”

“One day,” Mack said, “you’re going to say something in the streams, and everyone’s going to know what a gutter-minded troll you are.”

“I live for the day,” Janos said as he walked towards the door. “I’ll laugh at the expressions on their faces.” He saluted them both. “You know where I can be found if you need anything.”

Enoch waved him out, then scratched at his cheek with a fingertip. “You say these people have made videos?” he said to Mack. “Would you be able to gather me some of them? I would see how well they did.”

“I’ll make a compilation,” Mack agreed, getting up. “There were a few messages from Diaval too.”

Enoch couldn’t keep from smiling. Diaval was one of the people who had watched his videos from the first day and always made time to speak his thoughts on them. “He’s been quiet of late.”

“I noticed,” said Mack. “Last couple of videos didn’t even get a peep out of him.”

“I should tell him he was missed.”

Mack screwed up his face. “You shouldn’t encourage your groupies.”

“I don’t encourage,” Enoch protested.

“Mm-hm. Sending private messages and saying you missed him can be considered encouraging.”

Enoch snorted. “You’re blethering again. He only likes my videos.”

“Encouraging,” Mack said, amused. He checked the time. “Now, though, I should get back to my department.” He gave Enoch his folio bud. “I’ll send over all the comments and videos as soon as I’m done this afternoon.”

Enoch watched him go.

Mack was always happy to help out with the streams. He said it was because he liked working with media, but Enoch knew Mack found it more interesting than his own work in the historical department of the TRI. There were others who could help, but Mack was useful and always pleased to come.

It was easier with Mack being close to the same age as him. They had offered older, wiser people, but Enoch said he liked to see how someone of his own age and manner lived. Mack let him see such things.

Sometimes, Enoch was tempted to see how far his requests could go.

The TRI wanted to keep him happy. He knew they blamed themselves for his life going awry.

A man called Ben Sanders, once a TRI worker, was the reason Enoch was living out his days in a future more than three hundred years beyond his own. The TRI had been responsible for the man, so they felt they were responsible for Enoch.

It wasn’t a bad life.

The TRI had offered to make him a home and a life outside the TRI, but he’d chosen to stay. There were plenty of reasons, not least because his letters were bad, and he scarce knew enough of the world to live alone. Having Mack’s company was another good reason.

Anyway, he had enough to keep him well busy.

He opened the folio bud and pulled up a screen to see the messages from Diaval. No matter how often he used it, the shining screen in front of his face felt like some kind of magic.

The text hung in the middle of the screen, and he touched the tiny triangle below it. At once, a melodic voice spoke the words. Enoch had never learned who the owner of the voice was, but it saved him struggling to read the letters.

Sporks? Really? Definitely not as interesting as your chicken.

Enoch made a face at the screen. “They forbade me another chicken.” The text appeared on the screen, and he waited.

I’m not surprised. I thought security was going to catch you.

Enoch pulled his feet up on the seat and propped his arms on his knees, trying to squash a grin. “I am quick as a rabbit.” He rested his chin on his arms. “Might I tell you something?”

Always.

Enoch gazed at the letters. “They keep telling me not to speak with you again. Or any of those who speak of my stream.” He made a disgusted sound, then paused to admire the blur of letters that spelled it. “M says I’m…” He tried to remember the phrase. “Encouraging my groupies.”

To protect the TRI, he could not use the full names of their staff members when talking to people online. Some people, they’d told him, didn’t enjoy the attention as much as he did.

Well, there are some weirdos out there.

Enoch snickered. “Aye. And you among them.”

You know what I mean.

Enoch smiled crookedly. In the twelve and six months since he’d begun the streams, a lot of the TRI people had said not to trust strangers on the end of a line. Sometimes, they’d said, the person was not who they claimed. It was easy enough to stop their fretting when he reminded them of Ben Sanders. They’d known him, and Ben Sanders still managed to do more damage to them than nameless folk on the end of a line.

It was on account of where Enoch had come from, he knew. They thought him from a simple time, when folk were innocent and foolish and could not understand deception. They yet saw him so—a soft-headed farmer’s lad from times gone by. It was simpler to allow them to believe such things.

Is M your tech man?

“He likes the daft things I do as much as you,” Enoch confirmed. “Someone in the market had a camera on him and all. Folk like to show everyone what they saw.”

I saw that. I think they called it two crazy guys and a chicken.

Enoch couldn’t help laughing. “If I am to be remembered for anything, I pray it’s for the chicken.” Across the room, the main door chimed. Enoch frowned. “I must away. Be well.”

You too.

Enoch closed the link then wandered across to open the door.

Sabine Hausmann smiled. A small lady compared to most others in the TRI, scarce a handspan taller than him, fair, and blue-eyed, she was the master of the TRI. “Another successful stream, I see.”

“It’s all well.” He pulled the door wider. “What will you?”

She crossed the threshold and waited until he closed the door. “I’ve received a message from Mr. O’Donohue. He asked you and Danny to head to the taskforce headquarters at noon tomorrow.”

Enoch blinked at her. “Aye? Did he say why?”

“Only that you might want to be there. I wanted to tell you in person and to see if you wanted me to arrange a pod.”

“Aye. I think I must go.” He scratched his chin. “They would only ask me if it were important…”

Sabine agreed. “Lysander wouldn’t say what’s going on, but it’s been weeks since you were last updated, so maybe they have news?”

If they had news, the world would turn again.

The task force was hunting for Ben Sanders, their rogue agent, led by Lysander O’Donohue, the man who had been master of the TRI before Sabine. They’d been seeking Sanders since his escape nearly three years earlier, and Enoch had a small part in it. They all knew Ben was to blame for Enoch’s place in the modern world, and they all thought it right and proper Enoch should have a part in catching him.

They’d once said that if Ben were found, they might find a way to return Enoch whence he came.

The matter was he didn’t want to return. His friends might think him mad, but he liked this new world for the monstrous chickens and the sporks and all the strange things. He had too many reasons to want to stay.

Enoch returned to his couch, sinking to sit. “Do you think they have found him?”

“I couldn’t tell you,” Sabine said. “It could just be some new development.”

“Tomorrow.” Enoch drew his feet onto the couch and propped his arms on his knees. “Aye. Let them know I’ll come. I’d like to know what news there is.”


Chapter Three

It was good weather to be inside a coffee shop, holding a mug of hot coffee in chilly fingers. It had some kind of fancy name, all frothy and surprisingly sweet. Ben eased his way between the tall tables to one of the couches by the window, settling against the cushioned seat.

From there, he could keep an eye on anyone coming or going into the building opposite.

Through the sheeting rain, it would’ve matched all the other buildings on the block, if not for the black-and-white checks discreetly placed on the marquee. The giant worn letters above the door declaring ‘Police’ were about as subtle.

It wasn’t technically a functioning police station anymore.

According to all of his information, it belonged to the local police force, although part of it was currently let out to a private task force led by Lysander O’Donohue, the former head of the TRI. A dozen officers, and Mariam Ashraf and Jacob Ofori—both formerly of the TRI—made up his support.

Ben added some sugar to his frothy coffee, stirring it as he watched out of the window. He knew he shouldn’t keep on returning, but he couldn’t help himself. It was a lonely business, being on the run, but it made him feel a little better to see the people he’d considered friends when he worked with the TRI.

He missed the TRI too. For so many years, it was his home.

Ben’s father had been the creative force behind it all, something Ben had desperately tried to hold on to. His father built the first temporal gates and started the organisation. Some people thought it was in the name of scientific research, but it was much more personal. His wife had been lost somewhere in the past, and he spent years developing the means to find her.

He’d failed.

Ben turned his cup between his palms, trying to push away those thoughts.

Outside, there were more pods on the road than usual. No one wanted to walk anywhere. Ben couldn’t blame them. The rain wasn’t heavy, but it hadn’t stopped for hours. The glory of the Mersey basin, bouncing off umbrellas and pavements and unfortunate people.

Every time a pod slowed outside the building, Ben leaned closer to the glass, and almost every time, he retreated with a sigh. He’d almost finished his second coffee when a familiar figure clambered out of one. Small and as round as ever, her face paler than usual against the dark cloth of her hijab. She flicked up an umbrella and bustled towards the police station: Mariam Ashraf.

Ben stared through the glass, half willing her to turn, to glance his way. It was one thing to abandon your friends, but something else to leave behind the woman who had chosen to be your mother.

Twenty-four years earlier, when Ben was tiny, thieves had come to steal his dad’s technology. Ben had fled to hide in the safe room. His dad…well, his dad tried to escape through the illicit temporal gate he had in his basement.

It hadn’t ended well.

Mariam Ashraf had become his dad’s successor in the TRI. It was also when Jacob Ofori figured out time travel was real, proving himself one of the top detectives in the region. He’d dragged the TRI kicking and screaming into the public sphere.

None of it had mattered to Ben when he was a scared kid. All he remembered was Mariam hugging him through his childhood nightmares, soothing him, comforting him, and filling the void where his parents should have been. Her sons had adopted him as a very pale brother, sharing their toys, their rooms, their jokes. They’d even celebrated Christmas for him alongside Ramadan.

It had all fallen away almost ten years ago when Mariam had shut down the search for his father. He’d reacted badly, said things he shouldn’t have, and gone off and screwed up everything. There was no way back, and no amount of apologies could undo what he had done.

She vanished into the building to join the other people who were hunting him.

Ben sighed. It was stupid to keep coming. Seeing friendly faces from a distance was worse than being alone. He picked up a spoon and stirred the foam on his coffee. It didn’t help, and every time he came, it was like another step closer to surrender.

The door was opened, letting in a brief gust of wind.

“You need not come with me.”

Ben’s stomach twisted at the familiar voice.

A quick glance at his reflection in the window told him the camo-patch was holding. An unfamiliar face gazed at him, his features digitally masked. The grey contact lenses and his cropped and dyed hair were window dressing.

He turned away from the window and opened a screen from his Leaf. It shimmered into place in front of his face, translucent enough for him to see through but enough to distort his appearance.

Two men had entered. Ben couldn’t help staring at the smaller of the two, one of the reasons he was on the run: Enoch Baker, the famous accidental time traveller.

Not so accidental to those who knew the truth. Almost three years earlier, Ben had been responsible for Enoch’s arrival through a mess of misdirection and time gates. It was one of the many reasons the task force was searching for him for…help with their inquiries.

Sometimes, he wondered what Enoch’s life would have been like without his intervention. He’d seen the medical assessment when Enoch was first brought in to the TRI, his body telling the story of a hard life and the promise of an inevitably early death.

This world was better for him by far.

At least that was what Ben told himself repeatedly. It was pointless to think of it, but sometimes, it helped assuage the guilt of turning the man’s world upside down as he had.

Ben pulled his legs up to sit cross-legged on the couch, watching the two men. It had been a while since he’d seen either of them.

Enoch’s companion laughed. Danny Ferguson. Burly and cheerful as ever, he had some grey showing in his sandy beard, but otherwise looked exactly the same. Three years ago, his coding genius had forced Ben to go on the run after the brilliant asshole uncovered his plans.

“Come on. You expect me to miss out on fresh coffee?”

Enoch pushed his hood off, his hair a rumpled mess, his sideburns fluffier than they appeared on the streams. “I would bring you some if you wanted. I can buy drinks well enough my own self.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Danny replied, wandering to the counter behind him. “But you only have two hands, and Lysander’d think the world was ending if I didn’t show up with our favourite drinks and some kind of cake.”

They looked well, but no surprise there. The TRI took care of its people, especially significant and useful people. Ben hid a smile as Enoch carefully enunciated his drink of choice to the barista. Extra syrup, extra sugar, extra coffee. All the things he would never have encountered in his own time.

“You’ll have no teeth left if you keep drinking that shit.” Danny snorted in amusement.

Enoch grinned at him. “Then I’ll have them made. I’m a rich man now. A rich man can carry his teeth at his belt.”

Danny made a face as he bent to examine the cakes on display. “You’re so weird.” He leaned over the counter, placed his own order, and glanced about. “I’m amazed your fan club doesn’t know about this place. You’d think we’d be mobbed.”

“Mr. O’Donohue said it’s best we keep the task force secret. I dunt speak of it on the streams and none have found it yet.” Enoch waved in the direction of the window and the police building beyond it, and Ben hastily ducked his head, rubbing at his earlobe distractedly as he pretended to read from his Leaf. “Best we keep this place secret.”

“Yeah…” Danny sounded puzzled.

Ben risked a glance through the screen. Enoch was examining the cakes, but Danny was eyeing him. Ben’s heart pounded, and it only got worse when Danny wandered over to him.

“’Scuse me.”

Ben’s throat was unbearably tight. “Yes?” His voice was hoarse enough to be unrecognisable.

“Is that a Leaf 7?”

Ben blinked as if he’d been walloped across the head, reeling in confusion. “What?”

Danny motioned to the screen. “This. Is it a Leaf 7? I’ve been thinking about getting one, and I was wondering how they handled.”

“Yes,” Ben said, relieved. He tried to shift his accent to something unlike his own. “It’s not bad. Some teething problems, but nothing you can’t work around. Isn’t that always the way?”

Danny made a face. “Aye. You’d think they’d’ve tested it properly before unleashing it, but money, eh?”

Ben smiled crookedly. “Money, indeed.”

Danny opened his mouth to say something but was interrupted by Enoch calling his name.

“Your drinks!” Enoch was waving to a growing row of cups on the counter.

“Duty calls,” Danny grumbled good-naturedly. “Thanks for the heads-up. I might see about getting one.”

“No problem.”

He ducked his head over the screen as they gathered up their orders and headed for the exit. As they passed near his seat, he overheard their conversation.

“…sometimes see him when I come for my drink.”

“Look at you,” Danny chuckled. “You’ve gone and become a regular.”

Enoch made a haughty face. “It’s nearby to the station is all. I like it’s—”

The door closed behind him, cutting off his words. Ben slanted a glance through the window, watching as they crossed the street. His pulse was still racing. No surprise, since he’d gone out of his way to make himself inconspicuous. He tugged his earlobe again, frowning.

Of all the people to come into the café and approach him, it had to be Danny, didn’t it?

Even if it was a coincidence, it made his palms sweat and his stomach churn.

He’d been pushing his luck for far too long already. All it would take was one cock-up and they’d be onto him, something he couldn’t allow to happen, not after everything he’d done.

He abandoned his half-finished drink and pulled on his jacket, then headed out into the streets, losing himself in the lunchtime crowd as fast as he could.


Chapter Four

The station was always busy.

Enoch had been dazed the first time he visited the offices. There were desks and people in every space. Words were dancing along the walls, pictures and information everywhere. It was grand and a lot to take in all at once.

Now, it was like a second home for him.

“Right on time.” Lysander O’Donohue came out of his smaller office, smiling. “I’m glad you could make it.”

Enoch smiled back. Lysander was a good man, even if he could put the fear of God into everyone in the room with a flash of his dark eyes. Though smaller than Danny and Jacob Ofori, something in him made him seem much more powerful than either of them. Still, he had only ever been kind to Enoch. He also always dressed up fine, like a proper gentleman, though his hair was far longer than any man Enoch had ever known, oft braided or twisted about fancy sticks to hold upon his head.

“We went for drinks and that.” Enoch held up his cup. “Danny said…” He turned and frowned. Danny was already at one of the desks, bent over it. The lass who sat at it leaned aside, all agog at him. He must’ve shoved her by to get to her machine.

“Danny?” O’Donohue sounded puzzled.

Danny held up a finger. “Wait.”

O’Donohue glanced at Enoch. “Did he mention anything on the way in? Did anything happen?”

“He spoke to a man in the coffee shop about a Leaf.” Enoch said, befuddled. Danny always was a strange one, watching everything and listening to everything and talking and laughing a bit too loud. “Mayhap he’s trying to find a one to buy?”

“Do we have local CCTV access?” Danny demanded suddenly. “Anything facing out onto the street?”

“What are we checking for?” Jacob Ofori was there and all, at his own desk. O’Donohue had his hand on the reins, but Jacob was the one who led the team. He had once been a police chief, afore he joined the TRI, and though old enough to step away, he remained to see they finished what they had begun.

“Ben.”

“Ben?” At least four of them said it, Enoch among them.

“At the coffee shop across the street.”

If the room was busy before, it was as if someone had touched a flame to kindling; everyone moving and talking fast and loud, and Enoch, like a feather caught in the wind, turning this way and that.

They’d been chasing Ben for more than two and a half years. They’d never come close to catching him, and now, Danny had seen him? Enoch’s heart thundered on his ribs.

“But Ben weren’t there,” he said to anyone who would listen. “I never saw him.”

“He was,” Danny said, bent over the desk. “You wouldn’t recognise him. He had a digital mask or something on. A disguise.”

Enoch leaned against another desk, shaken. Danny, always paying heed to everything about him, seeing something no one noticed. “He was hiding there?”

Lysander touched Danny’s shoulder. “Are you sure?”

Danny spun, sharp-like. “It was him. You can cover a piano with a cloth but it’s still a piano. He was watching us as well.” His face twisted in a frown. “Unless it was a coincidence, and I don’t believe in those.”

“But Ben’s right clever,” Enoch protested. “He kept hidden for this long. Why would he come to a place by us? He’s not so daft.”

“Not daft,” Mariam said, coming over by Enoch. “If he was there, it was for a reason.”

Enoch swallowed hard. His cup was shaking in his hands, and Mariam took it off him and set it aside.

“You should sit,” she said, holding his arm. “I know this must be a shock.”

“Aye, ma’am.” He sank onto the nearest seat, watching Danny working on the machine. “I dint think we’d catch him. Not right by us.”

“I don’t think any of us expected this.”

“Got a feed from the street,” Jacob called out. “Danny, give me your eyes.”

Danny ran to Jacob’s side and leaned over his shoulder. “Check the five minutes since we left…” He watched close, then jabbed the screen. “There. Him.”

Enoch watched Jacob as he leaned forward to study the screen and the face. “Is it?” he asked, crunching his hands up in fists. “Is it him?”

“I’m not sure,” Jacob admitted. “If it is, he’s got a good disguise.” He beckoned Mariam over to join him. “You knew him better than anyone here.”

Enoch sat away from them all like a pudding as they spoke quietly to each another. His hands shook, no matter how hard he squeezed them shut. If they found Ben and everything he took, his life would be turned about all over again.

“He sat exactly like Ben did,” Danny said. “The same posture, the same tics, the same expressions even with his face masked.” He glanced at Lysander, and Enoch could guess why. It was easier for a man to be believed by his lover. “Lysander, I swear it was him. We need eyes on him now.”

Nothing was said for moments, like the air before a storm. Jacob and Lysander gazed the one at the other, then Lysander gave a wee jerk of his chin.

“Danny’s been right too many times to ignore this,” he said. “This guy, he left on foot, right? Get his face out into facial recognition. See if we can pick him up on any other cameras in the last ten minutes and get a direction.”

Jacob started calling out orders to the other people in the team. They all moved to their machines, everything busy again. Enoch wedged his hands between his knees, squeezing until they ached. He would be of no use to anyone. Better to sit quiet until he knew what was amiss.

Mariam came and sat by him. She was a kind lady, very stern and always sad. She’d been a mother to Ben when Ben’s own parents were lost. For that alone, Enoch always treated her as best he could. No need to make things worse for her.

“You don’t need to worry,” she said. “You couldn’t have known.”

He swallowed hard around the lump in his throat. “Changing his face is like some strange magic.”

“Ben always did love his technology.” She patted his shoulder. “I bet I wouldn’t have spotted him either.”

Enoch doubted it. If Danny, who had known Ben but a few months, could see him, then the woman who had raised him would have known him. He stared at his pressed hands. His chest ached as if waiting for the chance to breathe again.

Footsteps came by.

“Enoch,” Jacob crouched in front of him. A big man, dark-skinned and dark-eyed, it would be easy for him to make any man afeard of him, but he never did. He was especially gentle to Enoch and always had been. “Danny said you’d crossed paths with this man before.”

Enoch glanced to Danny, but Danny was busy at a machine. “I dunt know. I—he— Was it the fellow he asked about the Leaf?”

Jacob opened up the image of the man leaving the coffee bar on his own Leaf. “This is the man.”

Before he fled the TRI, Ben had sandy hair and pale skin. The man in the image was olive-skinned with dark hair.

“He’s the wrong colours to be Ben.”

Jacob glanced at the screen. “That doesn’t matter. What I need to know is whether you met him? Spoke to him?”

Enoch licked his lip. “Aye.”

Jacob glanced to Mariam. “Can you give us a minute?”

Mariam rose. “Do you want me to see if I can pinpoint his Leaf? I might be able to track his signal and get us a location.”

“If you can.” Jacob sat in her seat and waited until she was out of earshot. “If Danny is right about this being Ben, then he’s been at the café before. Did you see him there many times?”

Enoch stared at the picture. “Many.” He could remember the first time clear enough. “He knocked my drink from the counter. He bought me another in penance.” He knuckled at his nose. “I thanked him. Sat with him. Next time I went there, he were there too.”

Jacob’s face was all tight lines. “Do you remember when he first came?”

Enoch chewed his lip. “Close upon two years, I think. Do you think he wanted to find out what we were doing here?”

“It’s possible.” Jacob’s face gave away none of his thoughts. “Did he tell you his name?”

“Angelo.” Enoch tried to smile. “It’s a daft name. He said he were from foreign parts.”

Jacob made a note of it. “What did you talk about with him?”

Enoch pressed his hands hard about his knees. “Nothing of here. Only of my lessons and the coffee I liked and the cake.” He squeezed his knees until they ached. “I know this place is to be kept secret. I dint say anything of it. It were—”

Jacob held up a hand. “I never said you said anything. If he wasn’t asking leading questions, he didn’t want information.”

“You dunt think he wanted to know of here?”

“I don’t know yet. If it turns out to be some random person, I’m sorry we put your friend under suspicion.”

Enoch drew his hands out from betwixt his knees. “You have a job to do. I cannit fault—”

“Jacob!”

Jacob was on his feet and across the room in four steps. “What do you have for me, Anton?”

Anton, one of the police officers, spread out a dozen screens. “We’ve got him. Trail is solid, and he’s on the move, heading towards the city centre. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s trying to hide out in plain sight in the crowds.” He glanced over. “I can get a tail on him from central. He’s only two minutes away from them on foot.”

“Do it,” Jacob ordered. “We need to keep eyes on this guy and see where he goes.”

“You’re not going to stop him?” Lysander sounded surprised. Enoch darted a peek at him and saw the moment Lysander understood. “He’s got the tech…”

“And we need to find it, so no one else accidentally stumbles on it.” Jacob braced his hands on Anton’s chair. “If we get him pinned down, that’s when we take him.”

“And if it int him?” Enoch asked, getting up.

“Then we start again,” Lysander said, “but Danny’s rarely wrong about things like this.”

Enoch fidgeted with the bud of his Leaf. It hung on a string from his neck. For want of anything better to do with his hands, wiser to toy with it than twist his fingers ’til breaking point. Mariam was doing the same, spinning her Leaf bud on the beaded bracelet at her wrist, speckles of light rolling up her dress.

Enoch moved closer to stand by her. “You and all?” he murmured, pointing to her bud.

She smiled unsteadily. “I can’t believe we might actually have him.”

Enoch returned his eyes to the screen. “Aye.” He closed his hand on his bud, praying nothing went wrong.


Chapter Five

The proximity alarm shrilled less than fifteen minutes after Ben got to his lab, distracting him from his current work on a gate timer.

It wasn’t unusual, a few times a week at least. Sometimes, a truck rolling by was enough to trigger the alarm, and given his location, that happened a lot. His facilities were scattered in the more industrial parts of the city and the refurbished factories near the docklands, places where people could come and go at all hours, and high-power usage wasn’t suspicious.

This particular hideout was in a warehouse that had once been a factory. Former owners had been more than happy to leave the equipment in some of the larger rooms when Ben took the whole lot off their hands, no questions asked. It was amazing how agreeable people could be when you handed them a hell of a lot of money.

Even though he owned the whole place, he barely used any of it. Most of it he’d filled with massive shipping crates. If something seemed like a storage facility, people didn’t ask questions.

All of his real work went on in a basement, far away from any windows.

Compared to the rest of the building, it was low ceilinged and dark. Wires and cables connected in from the walls to an array of computers. The glow from the projected screens and the single strip light along the ceiling illuminated a thick metallic doorframe: a temporal gate.

Ben leaned against the frame, waiting, but when the proximity alarm didn’t shut down, he left the timer propped against the gate’s chassis, linked by a thick cord of twisted cables, and headed for his security station. The room was unfurnished apart from his workbench, his gate, and the security installations he’d put in place.

Ben opened out the screens to the security feed and scanned the dozens of images. There were the standard security cameras, provided by the previous owners, but as a precaution, he’d added a dozen of his own, giving himself eyes on all sides of the building.

Two screens were flashing where the proximity violation had occurred.

There was no truck.

Ben frowned.

“What’s wrong with you?” he murmured, touching the console and skimming back a few seconds.

The alarm wailed again, but another screen had just lit up.

“What…?”

In all his time in this location, the machines had never malfunctioned. His Leaf vibrated in his pocket, and his heart skipped a beat—an incoming message, but no one was meant to know how to contact him. He tapped the Leaf, trying to calm himself. “Speak.”

The automated speaker uttered a single word.

“Run.”

Bands closed tight around his ribs, and he saw it. Them. Multiple shadows on the ground, people scattering along the external walls, staying in the blind spots of the visible cameras.

“Shit…” he breathed, searching every other camera. All exits covered. All doors blocked.

They must have followed him all the way from the city. Maybe they’d tagged something off about his pod or…

Danny.

Bloody Danny!

He must have made Ben and called in the cavalry.

Ben wrenched the camo-patch off, shoved it in his pocket. That face was compromised. He’d need to load another one, change the settings, and figure out how in the hell Danny had made him in less than two minutes. Not a priority right now, though. The enemy was already at the gate, and if he didn’t make it out, no amount of camo-patches would help him.

He whirled and ran across the room. The timer gaped open, wires trailing out, and nerves had him shivering so much he could barely reattach the connections to get the gate up and running again.

Another alarm started to wail, higher than the others. The doors. They were coming for the doors.

He glanced over at the screens that showed all the doors. A large group, uniformed, with heavy-duty battering rams. Fuck. The doors were reinforced, but if they couldn’t get through them, they’d find another way in. The police were stubborn like that.

Blood surged wildly through him as he pulled up the cables, sweat trickling down his forehead.

The alarm on the side door screamed. Weakest of the lot, he remembered, hissing as a loose wire sliced across his thumb. He’d been meaning to get it up to spec but never had time, and now, they were slamming against the metal of the door. The pounding echoed through the empty halls and corridors, and, Jesus, with any luck, he had maybe five minutes until they got in.

“Shit, shit, shit…” he whispered frantically.

The timer locked in place. He pulled out his Leaf, opened out a screen, and swiped through the programmes and code until he found what he needed. Jesus Christ, he had to be desperate.

A deafening crash echoed in the distance as one of the doors gave way.

Ben raced across the room to the computers.

The hard drives fitted into his satchel, but anything else was too big, and if the police got it, it’d be enough to stand as evidence against him. He rattled in a series of keys and held his breath, releasing it as the computers started wiping themselves.

Shouts—voices echoed off metal and high roofs.

Ben staggered to his feet and ran towards the gate, his Leaf clutched tightly in his hand.

“Stop where you are!”

Ben froze, an arm’s length from the gate.

He knew that voice.

The shouts and the battering at the door must have been misdirection, while their leader infiltrated the place silently and found his way to Ben’s hiding place. Decades off the force yet Jacob Ofori was still the best police officer Ben had ever encountered. Professional, too. It would be easier to slip away from Lysander than Jacob.

“Hi, Jacob.”

“That’s all you have to say to me?”

Ben glanced over his shoulder. Jacob must’ve pulled some pretty significant strings to be allowed a firearm again, and it was levelled at Ben. It wasn’t steady. Maybe nerves. Maybe age. Something at least…

Ben managed a brittle smile as he turned to face him. “I’m guessing sorry won’t cut it?”

Tight lines scored Jacob’s expression. “I need you to raise your hands.”

Ben licked his lip nervously, lifting his arms above his head. His Leaf vibrated against his palm, the code at work, but with the reboot, it was taking its sweet time. Christ only knew where he’d end up. “You know why I did it,” he said, shifting his weight.

“I know.” Jacob motioned with the gun. “Drop what you’re holding.”

Ben stared at him, the vibrating pulses closer together.

“Ben…” Jacob’s voice was almost a plea. “Drop it.”

Three…

Two…

One…

Ben pressed his eyes shut as the gate flared to life behind him. Jacob swore, dazzled by the brilliant light.

“I’m sorry!” Ben shouted and threw himself backwards through the gate.


Chapter Six

“We lost him.”

Like a thunderclap, everybody in the room giving out a breath.

“What do you mean ‘lost him’?” Lysander’s voice was short, each word clipped up. “You said you had him closed in on all sides.”

Jacob was quiet for a moment. “He had a gate.”

“A gate?” Enoch breathed, hands clutched to his fluttering breast. “For time moving and that?”

“Yes. He used it. Escaped.”

Enoch‘s stomach twisted all in knots as Lysander leaned against the edge of a desk. Mariam turned away, her face grey as ash. She— It would be good to comfort her, but he could think of no words. Helpless, he reached out and squeezed her hand. It was quivering as much as his own.

“Fuck!” Danny shoved himself away from his desk.

Enoch pressed his fist to his middle. They’d made an oath to catch Ben on his account, but a man couldn’t be caught if he went to another time. None of them had thought on him using a gate to flee. “He’s gone, then?” His voice trembled. “If he went into time, he’s gone?”

It seemed they were thinking the same. If Ben went through a gate without any way to return, he was lost, and if he was lost…

“The gate has a timer,” Jacob said. “It may be that he’s set it up to recover him when we’re not paying attention.”

“No,” Lysander said. “He’s not that stupid. If he knows we have the gate, he knows we’ll be waiting for him if he came back.”

“What, then?” Mariam sounded afeard. “Do you think he’d be desperate enough to do that? After everything he’s done?” Her hand shivered in Enoch’s. “I lost his father that way, I can’t…”

“He’ll be all right,” Enoch said, praying it was true. “You said yourself, he allus knows what he’s about.”

It couldn’t be that Ben Sanders was gone. The man had a skill for planning, clever and careful and always thinking ahead. Two years had gone by before he had made a mistake. If he was lost, then the last two and more years had all been for naught. Enoch’s work on the task force would mean nothing.

He squeezed Mariam’s fingers. She wrapped her other hand around his, warm and soft.

“Wait…” Danny said, frowning. “Wait, how many battery cores did he take when he legged it?”

“Eh?” Enoch squinted at him in confusion, but Lysander seemed to take his meaning.

“He has one core left. He could have another gate.”

“Knowing Ben, that sounds about right.” Jacob sounded relieved, as did Lysander. As much as they were angered with Ben, Enoch knew they yet cared for him. None of them wanted to see him lost even if they would see him imprisoned. “He’s a sneaky little bastard. He would have planned ahead.”

“I dunt understand,” Enoch said. “How will another gate help if they dunt know where he went?”

“They?” Danny asked, puzzled.

Enoch waved a hand. “Them that would open it for him, to let him return.”

“He might have sent his destination on to his partner,” Mariam said.

Enoch pointed at her. “Aye. That.” Even before the creation of the task force, they thought Ben had someone to help him. They had searched as much as they might, but never found him. “Best we try to find them aga—”

“He doesn’t need someone to open them,” Danny said. “Even if he has a partner, it doesn’t matter. He used timers before. I bet he’s made them again.” He walked in a circle and turned suddenly. “Jacob, the timer on the gate—is it fully functional?”

There was a long silence.

“I’m not sure. Half the cables are disconnected.”

“Is that like them that opened the gates for me?” Enoch asked.

“Exactly.” Lysander rubbed his small beard. “Jacob, see if you can find anything he’s left in the building that gives us answers.”

“From what I’ve seen so far, it’s not likely,” Jacob said. “He’s wiped anything on the computers, and there wasn’t much here to speak of anyway.”

“All the same.” Lysander touched a control on his desk, bringing up a fresh screen. “I’ll call Sabine to send a team to deal with the gate, and we’ll start digging into the building and whether there are any others bought or hired under the same name or company.”

“I don’t think Ben would be that careless,” Danny said. “He’s been two steps ahead of us all the time.”

Enoch cleared his throat. “Yet daft enough to come over by, more than one time.” If Ben hadn’t come to the coffee bar, then Danny would never have seen him and sent Jacob chasing after him. “Like as not, he didn’t think we would find his place.”

“How did he know we’d found him?” Anton asked.

“Our boy took precautions,” Jacob said. He sounded right proud. “You wouldn’t believe the security array he had here. I’m amazed we got so close to catching him.”

“Sounds like he took your lessons seriously,” Mariam murmured. She wasn’t so grey, but still pale. Enoch patted her hand, wishing he could offer some assurance to her.

“Aye,” Danny said with a heavy sigh. “Let’s hope it’s not too well, eh?” He glanced to Lysander. “Do you want us to hang about, or will we be in the way?”

Lysander gazed at nothing for a minute. “You should go. This is all we’ll be focussing on now.” He turned to Enoch. “I’m sorry to bring you in all this way only to send you home again.”

Enoch drew on a smile as best he could. “You dint know it would happen.” He reached for the fastenings of his coat, but his hands yet betrayed him. “Is there a pod?”

Mariam touched his arm. “Danny can go on his own.” She exchanged a glance with Lysander. It was heavy with meaning, but Enoch could not understand it. Her smile returned for Enoch. “I think we should get a cup of tea over the road, don’t you?”

Enoch blinked dumbly at her. “Cup of tea?”

She put her arm around his shoulders, warm and soft as his own mam once was. “We’ve both had a bit of a shock today. I know I could use one, and I’d appreciate the company.”

“Aye.” He dropped the fastening of his coat. It would make no mind now. “Tea. Tea is good.”

In minutes, she had him across the road, sat in a quiet nook, a pot of tea and two cups in front of him. He watched as she poured, only nodding for sugar and milk, then reaching out to take the cup. His hands were steadier. Not much, but enough to cradle the cup betwixt his palms. The china was warm, driving off the chill that had gone right to his bones.

“Far too much excitement for one day.” Mariam was pouring her own tea. It splashed against the inside of her cup, but he could not bring himself to look up. He took a sip and shivered. “He’ll be back. Don’t worry. He’ll be back, and we’ll find him.”

Enoch met her eyes. “You dunt know that.”

She set down the pot with a thump on the table. “I know Ben.” She sounded certain. “He’s spent more than ten years trying to find his father. Do you think he would put himself in a situation where that would be impossible?” Certainty was writ all over her face. “He would never give that up.”

Enoch took a mouthful of tea, so hot it near burned his mouth. He hissed, catching a breath. “If he had no other choice, mayhap he would.”

She raised her thin grey eyebrows at him. “You’ve seen what he’s like and what he’s done in the past. Do you really believe that?”

Enoch stared at her. No. Ben Sanders was many things, but God’s bones, he was a stubborn and determined bugger who had made a right mess of his own life as well as Enoch’s. Finding his father was his life’s work, and he had given up everything he had for it. He would not lay by his tools lightly.

Given the choice of failing or surrender, he would surrender afore risking failure.

“No,” Enoch agreed. “He would sooner cut his hand off.” The knot in his chest loosened. He laughed weakly. “Jesu, but it was a fright.”

“It was,” she agreed. “Ben’s very good at those.”

Enoch sank into his seat, hugging his tea to him. Mariam had to be right. Of all of the people in the task force, she knew Ben the best, in good humours and bad. Ben would come by again and the task force would chase him, and all would be as it ever was.

“I thought we were done. The task force,” he said, lest she wonder why he had been so afeard. “If we were done with it, I dunt know what I would do. I know I can be of use there.”

Her expression was as soft as his mam’s had ever been. “You don’t have to worry about anything if that happens. We’ll take care of you. Even if there isn’t a task force.” She considered her tea. “I’m only sorry we haven’t been able to find you a way home.”

Enoch reached for one of the biscuits on the plate. “You dunt need to be sorry.”

She seemed surprised. “Even if you’re never going to be able to go home?”

Enoch took a bite of the biscuit, thinking afore he spoke. It was difficult to explain it all. “I did,” he finally said. He broke a piece of chocolate off the biscuit and nibbled on it. “When I first come through, it was…different. Loud and big and bright. I was angry and afeard of it all, but now…” He waved a hand, scattering crumbs about. “This is better. I am never too cold nor too hot. I’m never beat. I’m never hungry or thirsty, and if I am, I only need to say so and there is food and drink.”

Her brow rumpled as if she could not believe it. “But don’t you miss your friends? Your family? Won’t they wonder what happened to you?”

There spoke the mother who had lost the boy who was all but her son.

Enoch supped his tea. There was no harm in telling some of his secrets, if it comforted her. “I was—my family was all but gone. I had few enough friends.” He frowned. He had not thought on it for a long while and for good reason. “There were those who thought ill of me and let their tongues wag. My name was…not well-liked by those with authority.”

That surprised her. “You kept that quiet.”

He almost laughed. “Aye. In this place, the new folk with authority dint know. I thought it best to have them like me.” He broke the biscuit into two. “And they dunt bring me up afore the Priest here when I take drink and profane and pay court where I should not.”

She chuckled. “I can see why you might like it.”

“I like it here,” he confessed. “I dint think I would, but I do.”

“I’m glad.” She sighed softly. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m still furious Ben put you in this situation to begin with and didn’t at least leave us a way to send you home, but I’m glad it’s worked out well for you.”

Enoch folded his arms on the table. “Can I tell you something in secret?”

Mariam leaned closer. “If you like.”

Enoch glanced about and confided, “I think he believed he did right by me.”

Mariam gawped at him. “My guess is he didn’t plan that far ahead. He didn’t really have time, did he?”

Enoch shrugged. “You said he might have left a way to put me by. He knew of my life and the hurts I had. I think he wanted to spare me further pains.”

“He didn’t have the right to choose!” Mariam said, spots of red showing on her brown cheeks. “It was your life. No man has the right to control another’s life.”

Enoch flinched from the anger in her voice. It was meant for Ben, but with all that had happened, it felt that he had some part in it as well.

She saw his flinch and held up her hands. “Sorry. I’m sorry.” She pushed up her glasses and rubbed at her eyes. “I just thought— He was such a good boy.” She lowered her hands and, for a moment, seemed older and much wearier. “I thought I understood why he did what he did, but some of it…” She sighed. “Never mind.”

“He was your lad,” Enoch said quietly.

“Was?” She met his eyes sadly. “No. No matter what happens or what he’s done, he’s still my boy.” She took an unsteady breath and rubbed her eyes again. “And when I get my hands on him, he’s going to hear about it for all the worry and upset he’s caused.”

Enoch grinned crookedly. Mariam was a slight, plump woman, but those were the ones who were most fearsome when crossed. “Now that is a show I would well like to see.”

She smiled across the table, her lined face creasing up. “I think I can arrange that.”


Chapter Seven

Darkness surrounded Ben as he fell.

He hit the ground hard, sprawled on his back. His teeth clacked together, his mouth filling up with blood, and he rolled onto his side, spluttering. He’d tripped over something when he’d emerged through the gate. A rock, maybe, or a root?

Christ, it was cold! The smell of rain was on the air, and the ground squished damply under him as he struggled to get up. Nature too. The wind whispered through trees he couldn’t see yet, his eyes adjusting after the brilliance of the gate.

Grass surrounded him, brushing his hands as he stood up, too long and thick to be a garden. That would have been an awkward place to arrive anyway.

He squinted to his right where the horizon was growing gradually brighter.

Sunrise.

Well, that was something.

He was, at least temporarily, safe and intact—even if he had a wet arse, a burst lip, and no bloody clue where he’d ended up. Or when.

Safe.

Ha.

They’d seen him use an illegal gate. If he hadn’t been in a hell of a lot of trouble before, he definitely was now. Somewhere in the maybe distant future, there were a lot of people who were going to line up to give him a good kicking for being an idiot. A few of them still cared about him. Jacob did. He’d hesitated.

And if Jacob had found him, the task force was probably listening in, which meant not just Jacob but everyone else as well.

“Shit,” Ben whispered under his breath.

All the people he gave a damn about, under one roof, watching him screw up again.

It wouldn’t help, not thinking about them all, and the arms that had held and comforted him when he cried.

First things first, he had to survive the day. As he waited for the sun to get high enough for him to get his bearings, he stamped his feet, swinging his arms to try to keep himself even a little warm.

Deep blue became lighter, skimmed with frothy pink clouds. Gradually, gold started riming the edges of the shapeless shadowy trees surrounding him. Not too close, he noticed. He spun, checking again, his pulse quickening. He was in the middle of a clearing. And in almost a perfect circle around him…
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