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    Georgia Byng made her debut as a talented new children’s author with Molly Moon’s Incredible Book of Hypnotism. This exciting and funny adventure starring Molly Moon, an orphan who discovers a hidden talent for hypnotism, was a runaway success. It was published in thirty-six languages and forty countries, and won the Salford, the Stockton and the Sheffield Children’s Book Awards. Its sequels, Molly Moon Stops the World and Molly Moon’s Hypnotic Time-Travel Adventure, have firmly established Molly as a favourite with readers all around the globe.




    Georgia Byng grew up in a large, noisy family in a house in Hampshire. She now lives in London with the artist Marc Quinn, and her three children. Georgia loves to travel, whether it’s flying off to India to research ideas for a new book or whizzing around London in her little electric car.
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    It was a brilliant, bright, hot morning. The sun was white in a cornflower-blue sky. And on a mountain top, two children sat in a walled garden on see-through reclining chairs. The eleven-year-old had a big green umbrella over him, obstructing the sun and blocking him from the six-year-old Chinese girl beside him. All she could see of the boy were his thin white trousers and his turquoise suede slippers that soaked up the searing heat.




    The small girl was wearing a silver dress with shiny shoes to match and her hair was whipped up into the shape and texture of a pinecone. She wore rouge on her cheeks and solid gold bangles around her wrists. Her mouth was small and pinched, while her almond-shaped brown eyes were sharp and bright.




    Sitting quietly at a table on the lawn in front of them were two men dressed in red, pompom-covered circus outfits. The table was laid with two lidded perspex boxes that were full of wriggling orange centipedes.




    ‘Your turn,’ the little girl insisted, sipping from a pink cocktail glass.




    ‘All right. I ask your pawn this,’ the hidden boy replied. ‘Why were the experiments to make flies the size of dogs stopped?’




    There was a pause as the pompomed man in front of the girl thought. Then he answered in a flat voice, ‘Because they concentrated on making vegetables grow bigger instead.’




    ‘WRONG!’ shouted the tiny girl, hurling the contents of her glass so that it drenched him. ‘You are an IDIOT! You had ten hours on the machine yesterday! You should have picked that up! It serves you RIGHT! You’re going to have to eat one!’




    Obediently the man lifted the lid off his box of centipedes and picked one up, pinching it between his finger and thumb so that it didn’t wriggle away. Then, without even a murmur of objection, he placed it at the back of his tongue and shut his mouth quickly. As he munched, the little centipede tried to escape. Briefly seeing the light enter the man’s mouth, it saw a slim opportunity to dive for freedom. But the man felt it on his lip and, prodding it back into his mouth again, ruined its chances of ever getting away. Grimacing, he mashed it up with his teeth and swallowed.




    ‘Yes, they are nasty, aren’t they?’ the little girl taunted. ‘Nasty and bitter! Well, you shouldn’t have let me down. I’m four points behind now because of you!’




    ‘Why don’t we stop?’ the boy under the umbrella said. ‘I think your player is feeling sick. That’s his fourth centipede.’




    ‘Serves him right!’ the little girl said vindictively. ‘And anyway, Micky, don’t be so silly – it’s only a game.’




  



    

       

    




    Chapter One
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    It was a cold February evening and storm clouds were gathering. Drawn like grey curtains over the moon, they made the night sky even darker. And high up, forty thousand feet above the fields of the countryside, violent gale-force winds began to circle and play. Billions of raindrops plumped the blackening clouds, preparing to fall.




    Far below, trees were tousled by the thickening wind that whistled through their branches. And in a grand country house called Briersville Park, lights twinkled at an upstairs window.




    Molly Moon was sitting with her best friend, Rocky, on a Persian carpet in the TV room. Comfortable and leaning against red beanbags, they ignored the wind that was battering the windowpanes. Gusts sent down the chimney disturbed the flames of the wood burning in the hearth, but they didn’t mind at all, for they were feeling cosy and warm. In their laps were brown Chinese-takeaway boxes with the remains of a meal of rice and won ton, and in front of them was the television, switched on.




    ‘Ballroom dancing,’ Rocky said, tapping the TV controls and burping, ‘a history programme, or gardening, or . . . or him?’ As he spoke the screen changed channels, ending up with a suited man hosting a magic show.




    ‘After the break,’ the magician was saying, ‘I will blow your minds, by reading your minds and someone from the audience here will be my . . . hmmm . . . victim!’ The studio audience laughed. The showman winked at the camera. ‘So see you later.’ And at once the adverts started.




    ‘Looks good to me,’ Molly said. She stretched down to the black pug who lay quivering by her leg and scrunched its velvety ears. ‘Fancy some dumplings, Petula? Come on, don’t be scared of the storm. We’re all snug and safe in here.’ As Molly finished, a particularly aggressive gust banged at the window. Petula dived under Molly’s legs. After a second or two the rattling subsided, and Petula looked up. On the television a very sleek pedigree Labrador dressed in a black dinner jacket and bow tie was eating his supper. Petula didn’t understand about advertising. She didn’t understand that this dog on the screen was there to persuade any dog owners watching to buy CHAMP to feed their pets. It looked like the Labrador was simply showing off, and that was funny, she thought.




    Feeling better, Petula put her head in her paws and glanced fondly at her two human friends. Rocky with his black skin and beautiful eyes was definitely the most pedigree-looking of the two. Molly was more of a mongrel creature. She was skinny with scraggy brown hair and closely set green eyes and a potato-shaped nose. The two of them had always been that way, right from when they lived in the orphanage together when they were little. Whatever Molly wore, she never looked well groomed. To someone who didn’t know her, Petula pondered, she really did look a most unremarkable person, which shows how deceiving looks can be. For the truth was, Molly Moon was the complete opposite.




    Over the last year or so, Petula had witnessed massive changes in Molly. Only a short while ago, Molly, she knew, had thought of herself as useless. Molly hadn’t been full of confidence like, for instance, a dog that could fetch the newspaper. But then Molly had found a book on hypnotism. Petula raised her hairy eyebrows as she thought of that amazing book. It had helped Molly reinvent herself. Molly had been like a caterpillar that had turned into a butterfly. Not a beautiful butterfly, but she had certainly grown wings. For now she was a brilliant hypnotist, a time stopper and a time traveller. And Petula had had first-paw experience of Molly doing all these things. She sighed and scratched at a tickle in her ear as she thought of what they had been through together. It had certainly been unusual.




    Petula herself had once hypnotized some mice, and another time, using a time crystal, she had actually made time stand still. But that had been a fluke. Even Rocky could hypnotize using his voice, Petula knew. But he wasn’t a genius at hypnotism like Molly. Petula stood up and dipped her nose into the cardboard box to nibble at a dumpling and three mooing cows flew across the TV screen.




    Rocky was now singing along to the advert jingle.




    ‘Choc – o – late!’ he sang, with the xylophone music and the woman’s voice on the television accompanying him.




    

      

        

          ‘Choc – o – LATE!


          Every day is a chocolate DATE!’


        


      


    




    Molly reached her hand into the YONG takeaway bag. As she’d hoped, there were two small parcels in there, wrapped in crisp red paper. ‘Fortune Cookie’, read the black inked letters across the front of them.




    ‘Here,’ Molly said, tossing one into Rocky’s lap, and opening her own. Inside the packet was a brown sugary biscuit. Molly bit into it and, as she did, examined the fortune written on a strip of white paper that had fallen on to the floor.




    ‘What does it say?’ Rocky asked.




    ‘It says,’ Molly replied, ‘“The leaf that clings to the branch will block new buds.”’




    ‘Hmmm. Mine says, “Travel and change of place impart new vigour to the mind.”’




    ‘Who writes these things?’ Molly wondered as she munched.




    ‘Well, that is the question,’ said Rocky, in a strange eerie voice, pretending to be mysterious. ‘Who, indeed, writes our fortunes in the book of time?’




    Molly laughed. Then an advert on the television shattered her calm. A baby in a nappy was crawling through a jungle. He was dressed in a camouflage commando outfit. He crawled on determinedly, unaware that he’d narrowly escaped the jaws of a tiger. Intent on his baby mission he crawled through the undergrowth, past an angry hippopotamus, under a venomous snake and over a tarantula. Finally the baby arrived in the land of babies – a safe place where the other babies were glad to see him. There, a deep voice boomed: ‘USE PODGEUMS NAPPIES! Put your baby first – give him the support he needs!’




    Rocky found it really funny. ‘I love that advert,’ he chuckled.




    But Molly felt sick. The gurgling commando baby had reminded her of another baby. The one she’d been born with – her own twin brother whom she had never met. She’d only found out about him two weeks ago. As the baby on the screen clapped his hands together, a feeling of peculiar longing rose up in Molly. Finding out that she had a brother had been like discovering a secret door in a house that led to a different country. She half wished that the door wasn’t there, frightened to have to pluck up the courage to step through it, while the other part of her longed to fling it open and discover this place so near and yet so unknown.




    Was her twin brother alive? If so, where was he? And what was he like? What was his name? He had been stolen from their mother just as Molly had been when she was a baby. But who had taken him? Had he been put in a cardboard box on a doorstep of an orphanage like Hardwick House as Molly had been? Had the box been a Moon’s Marshmallow box? Or had he grown up with a family? And wherever he was, did he know that Lucy Logan and Primo Cell were his real parents? Did he know that Lucy and Primo had been hypnotized for eleven years by Cornelius Logan, Lucy’s own brother? Perhaps he even knew that Molly had freed them both with her hypnotism. Did he know about Molly?




    As these questions jangled loudly through Molly’s head, she caught them and, one by one, tried to put them into a box in her mind where she couldn’t hear them shouting any more.




    She turned her thoughts back to the TV and hoped that the show would distract her.




    Then there were steps in the passage outside and the door opened.




    ‘What are you watching?’ asked Primo as he and Lucy sat on the sofa. Their long-haired hippy friend, Forest, who had come in too, sat down on the floor cross-legged.




    ‘It’s a magic show,’ said Molly. ‘I expect this is the last ad.’




    ‘Big storm brewing outside, isn’t there?’ Lucy said, glancing at the window.




    ‘Seems to me it’s already brewed,’ Forest replied, as the wind buffeted the windowpane again.




    Then Rocky turned up the volume and all conversation stopped. Applause pattered out from the television.




    ‘Welcome back!’ laughed the showman on the screen. A large transparent cube that had been wheeled on to the stage now stood beside him. It was filled with tiny coloured balls that whizzed about inside it. ‘The time has come for me to find an assistant,’ he declared. ‘Look at these balls! Each has a number of an audience seat on it! Spotlights, please!’ At once a bright beam shone out over the audience, dancing across rows of excited people. The showman clapped his hands and one of the balls shot out of a see-through pipe into a metal tray.




    ‘M22!’ The spotlight flittered across the seats, coming swiftly to rest on a plump woman with pigtails. She opened her eyes wide with alarm when she saw that she had been chosen. ‘What are you waiting for?’ the showman cried. ‘Come on down!’




    Uncertainly, the lady lifted her tubby body out of her chair, smoothed her red polka-dot dress and, her face twitching with a nervous smile, picked her way down the central studio steps to the stage. The showman welcomed her and shook her hand.




    ‘Hello, hello. Don’t be anxious. What’s your name?’




    ‘Irene Brody,’ the woman replied, starting to giggle.




    ‘Well, Irene, are you ready to relax, and help me read your mind?’




    ‘I . . . I . . . suppose so.’ Irene tittered. ‘I’ve never been chosen from an audience before. It makes me feel a bit giddy.’




    ‘Well, don’t you faint on us. Just sit yourself down on this chair.’ A black velvet chair was pushed towards her and she settled into it. The lights dimmed. ‘Now relax Irene.’




    ‘Sounds like he’s about to hypnotize her,’ said Lucy, narrowing her blue eyes.




    ‘Irene, assure the audience that we have never met before!’ the showman demanded.




    ‘That’s true,’ said Irene.




    ‘Whom did you come here with today?’




    ‘With my husband.’




    The spotlight searched through the audience for Irene’s empty seat and found her blushing husband.




    ‘Mr Brody, I presume,’ said the magician. The embarrassed man nodded. ‘Audience,’ said the showman, ‘just like everyone here, Irene Brody and her husband are strangers to me. Just like you, they bought their tickets and turned up. Irene’s number has been picked out at random.’ He paused for dramatic affect. ‘Now I am going to read her mind. Irene will write down something she is going to think about, and I will read her thoughts. When the time is right, I will tell you all. Silence, please.’




    A lady in a blue-feathered gown passed Irene a pen and a pad of paper. Irene, with her tongue darting tensely from the side of her mouth, began to scribble something down.




    Another gust of wind blew down the chimney. The picture on the TV flickered. Rocky threw a sock at it.




    ‘This is rigged,’ he said. ‘Irene’s an actress.’




    ‘I think you’re right there,’ said Forest.




    ‘Hmmm,’ agreed Molly. ‘But what if that show guy knows how to stop time? Think about it – he could just stop time, go over and read her piece of paper, then go back to where he was standing and start time again. That would look like he’d just read her thoughts.’




    Rocky pressed pause on the TV controls to illustrate Molly’s point.




    ‘Yeah, like this,’ he agreed. The screen froze with the performer smiling and Irene holding her piece of paper in the air. ‘Except that you have to imagine that the magician guy is just nipping over now to read little old Irene’s bit of paper. What a cheat!’




    ‘Do you think he’s a time stopper?’ Primo asked. ‘If he’s a hypnotist who can stop time, he could be a time traveller too. But do you think a time traveller would waste his time being a showman? Hmm? I don’t. I think time travellers have far more important things to do.’ Rocky released the pause button and the show continued. But before everyone could hear Irene’s thoughts, the lights went out, and the TV died.




    ‘Power cut,’ Rocky said matter-of-factly.




    Outside, the wind, howling now as it rushed around the parapets of the building, beat against the window again.




    ‘I love power cuts,’ said Lucy, her face flickering orange in the glow from the fire. ‘It feels more exciting without electricity!’




    Primo stood up and lit an old fashioned lamp on the desk. Molly got up too. ‘I’ve got a candle in my room,’ she said. And with Petula following her, she went to get it.




    The passage outside the sitting room was dark. Its green carpet seemed black, and in the heavy gloom the tickings from the multitude of clocks that hung on the wall sounded like strange clicking insects. Molly hurried through the shadows. She didn’t feel comfortable being reminded of time passing like this. As she walked, a wave of guilt swamped her.




    For two weeks she had been relaxing at Briersville Park, having fun. She’d watched twelve films, read two books, made a home movie with Rocky and their new friend Ojas and she’d learned to ride a horse. She’d mucked about with her friends in the pool, she’d scrambled on bikes with them in the fields of Briersville Park and she’d even done an oil painting of Amrit, their pet elephant. She’d eaten scores of ketchup sandwiches – her favourite thing to eat – and drunk glasses and glasses of orange-squash concentrate – her favourite drink. She’d thrown hundreds of sticks for Petula and spent hours listening to music.




    When Primo had talked about the man on TV she’d felt he was really saying, ‘Do you think a time traveller, Molly, should waste her time watching silly TV shows? Doesn’t this time traveller have more important things to do like finding her lost twin brother?’




    Molly had promised Primo and Lucy that she would go back in time and find their son. What had become of him was a complete mystery. At the hospital where they had been born, there was no record of him. Molly shivered as she passed a statue of a leaping hare. It looked so friendly in the daytime, as it jumped over a flower, but in the dark, and with this storm raging, it looked like a pouncing demon.




    When Molly got to her bedroom she found the candle in its stand and lit it. Then she lay down on the bed. Petula hopped up with her and Molly gave her a cuddle.




    ‘What do you think, Petula?’




    Procrastinate is a word that means to put off. Molly had been procrastinating and procrastinating and procrastinating ever since she’d promised her parents that she would track her brother down. She’d been putting off travelling back to the time when she and her brother were both babies because now, safe in her own time, Molly realized how scary and dangerous time travelling could be.




    Since coming back from her adventures Molly had had nightmares about being stranded in the wrong time. She’d also had horrid dreams about other time travellers chasing her.




    Molly sighed. ‘I suppose I really ought to just go and find him. Will you come with me?’ Petula whined. ‘It probably won’t be all that bad, you know. I think I’ve been working myself up about going. My imagination has gone wild and made me scared. It will probably be easy to find him, Petula. We’ll tell him what it’s like here, about Primo and Lucy and Forest and Amrit and Rocky and Ojas, and then he’ll probably want to come back with us. Once we’ve found him, well, I can concentrate on life then. We’ll set up that hypnotic hospital and begin curing people by hypnosis.’




    Petula looked at her mistress and tried to read her thoughts, but it was impossible. What perplexed her was why Molly smelt so worried.




    Molly found her pyjamas and put them on. It was late. If she was going to set off into the past tomorrow, she ought to get a good night’s sleep. She blew the candle out and pushed her feet down under her duvet, curving her legs around Petula, who lay on the bed. As she drifted off, a buzz of excitement sparked inside her. Was it possible that by this time tomorrow she would actually have met her twin?




    But as Molly slept, other things dampened and drowned her excitement – ripples of apprehension and fear. They took the form of dark dreams. These blew through her mind like the winds that encircled the grand house that she slept in.




    In the worst dream, Molly was floating in a massive sieve-like sphere. It was the Bubble of Light, at the beginning of time, a place that really existed, for Molly had once been there – but in her dream the Bubble was different. Molly couldn’t get out of it, and through the billions of little black holes in the Bubble whining voices teased her.




    ‘No, no, no, no,’ they whistled.




    ‘Let me out!’ Molly shouted.




    She looked in a mirror. Her face was changing, becoming younger and younger because the light from the giant bubble was shining on her.




    This part of Molly’s dream was true to life as this was exactly what could happen in the special light at the beginning of time. So, although only a dream, it was terrifying.




    ‘I HAVE TO LEAVE!’ Molly screamed, her face and body now like a three-year-old’s, ‘OR I’LL BE SO YOUNG I’LL BE NOTHING!’




    And then there she was outside the Bubble, travelling through time with gale-force time winds blasting about her. And true to the nature of time winds, they were making her skin scaly – but it wasn’t happening slowly like in her real adventures. A patch of scaly skin behind her ear was spreading like wildfire. It was racing across her cheek and down her arms. Now her whole face was old and wrinkled. Molly felt like a leaf that was turning brown and shrivelling up.




    Like a ball being bounced about by some careless child, Molly found herself back in the Bubble of Light at the beginning of time, with the miracle rays shining on her again. As they shone they rubbed away all the time travel scales.




    So it went on, with Molly thrown from one terrifying moment to the next. Eventually, as though bored of her, the dream departed, and only then did Molly fall into deep, gentle sleep, where the winds in the park outside couldn’t be heard.




    

       

    




    Chapter Two
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    Molly woke up in the dark. A fox was barking outside and the drainpipe outside her window was gurgling as rainwater rushed down it. She rolled over, pulling the duvet over her shoulders, and tried to go back to sleep, but she couldn’t so she stretched her hand out to press the light button on her alarm clock. A blackbird let out its first chirrup. Moments later another joined in. Molly lay back on her pillow and listened to the opening notes of the dawn chorus.




    Outside, gusts of clouds raced across the sky, unveiling the moon. The park and Molly’s bedroom were suddenly filled with silver light. She tipped herself out of bed and nudged her slippers on. Petula drowsily raised her head, then curled up into a tighter ball and shut her eyes again. Molly wondered what she was dreaming about. Chasing sticks, she supposed. She smiled as she imagined Petula’s doggy dream. Then, yawning, and tripping on her clothes strewn all over the floor, she approached the window. Here, on a table glinting in the silver light, lay her clear crystal and her red and green time-travelling gems, threaded on to a piece of old string. She slipped the precious necklace over her head, realizing as she did that she wouldn’t take it off again until she next went to bed at Briersville Park. For when she was in other time zones, the scarred coloured gems were her only ticket home.




    The clear crystal was simply for world stopping. To test herself, Molly stroked it now and prepared to stop time. She let her mind relax and looked out at the wet garden, focusing her hypnotic eyes on a rabbit that was nibbling the grass under a cedar tree. As she concentrated, the cold, tingling feeling that always accompanied world stopping filled her veins. Soon her mind was feeling fizzy. And then it was done.




    The rabbit froze mid-hop. The world froze. Birds taking flight from the cedar tree hung in mid-air. The silhouettes of llamas in the far field were as statuesque as the animal-shaped bushes about them. Everywhere was as still as a picture. But not just in Briersville.




    In New York, where it was half past midnight, night traffic was silent. Nothing moved up or down or across the glittering streets. Partygoers leaving snazzy nightclubs and restaurants, ready to go home to bed, were suddenly rigid, frozen as they walked. Inside lofty skyscrapers the snores and dreams of sleeping people suddenly halted, replaced by hush and stillness. In Tokyo, Japan, where it was two thirty in the afternoon, chopsticks, pincering sushi, hung motionless in front of still, open mouths. In Sydney, Australia, where it was late afternoon, surfers were frozen as they rode motionless waves. All over the world raindrops paused. Waterfalls were suspended and hurricanes and winds were quiet. And at the centre of the freeze was Molly, with her clear crystal, holding the world motionless with her will. The powerful feeling it gave her was dizzying. She released her concentration and in a snap the rabbit on the grass hopped away. She smiled. She was pleased to see she still had the knack.




    Molly folded her arms. She wondered what the day held for her. For her today wasn’t necessarily this day. No, her today was going to be a day from long ago – the day when she and her twin brother had been born. It would be a day full of detective work and hopefully lots of answers. Someone had kidnapped her twin brother – that was clear. Somehow they had removed his name from the hospital’s records too. Molly had read in the papers of cases where babies had been abducted from hospitals. The thieves were usually sad, mad people who desperately wanted a child. If her brother’s thief wasn’t sad and mad, then it was someone very, very bad. Molly didn’t relish the idea of meeting them at all. She clenched her fists. She suddenly felt enormously protective towards her unknown twin and furious with whoever had taken him. They had absolutely no right to him, just as Cornelius Logan had had no right to Molly when he’d stolen her. The difference between her and her brother was that she’d found out about her true roots. Right then and there Molly made a promise. Though she had been putting off finding her twin, now she would do whatever it took to track him down. Nerves bubbled up from the pit of her stomach, but still she was determined to get to the bottom of this mystery – for Lucy, for Primo, for herself, but mostly for him, her brother.




    Molly opened the drawer of her rosewood cupboard and pulled out a pair of clean jeans. She found some pants, two odd socks, a long-sleeved blue T-shirt and a black sweater and put them on. Then she pulled her favourite red and white trainers out from under the armchair. She went to the bathroom, brushed her teeth and splashed some water over her face. Dabbing her nose dry, she ran her fingers through her hair and tried to untangle a few clods of knots that had built up as she’d slept. Giving up, she stared at herself in the mirror. She was not a pretty girl, Molly knew, and her hair looked today as though it had been electrified. But she didn’t mind.




    ‘Good luck,’ she said to her reflection. Then she went to wake Petula.




    Downstairs in the kitchen, to Molly’s surprise, Rocky was dressed and opening a can of dog food for Petula’s breakfast.




    ‘What are you doing up?’ Molly asked.




    ‘What are you doing up?’ he countered. Molly gave him a puzzled look.




    ‘I had a feeling,’ he explained, as he put Petula’s bowl on the floor, ‘a feeling that you might try to find him today. It was that fortune from the Chinese cookie that did it.’ He pulled the small strip of paper from his pocket and read it again. ‘“Travel and change of place impart new vigour to the mind.” I hope you weren’t thinking of going alone?’




    ‘Well, Petula said she’d come.’




    ‘Any more space available?’




    ‘There’s always space for you, Rocky.’ Molly smiled. She hadn’t asked Rocky because she hadn’t wanted to make him feel like he ought to come with her. She thought he’d be happier mucking about with Ojas and she wanted to spare him the scariness of the trip.




    ‘Are you sure you want to come? I mean, you never know, it might be really difficult. Like last time – remember? I’m a bit nervous.’




    ‘What, so you think I’d let you go and do it alone then? No way, Molly. If it’s easy, that will be great, and if it’s dangerous, then you’ll need help.’




    Molly grinned. ‘Thanks, Rocky.’




    Molly went to the larder and got some sugar puffs and some milk. Then she and Rocky sat at the table and poured themselves each a bowlful of cereal.




    ‘Aren’t you going to wake them?’ Rocky asked, munching and watching Molly write Primo and Lucy a note.




    ‘It’s better we just go. If we tell them, they’ll only decide it’s too dangerous and beg us not to. I know that deep down they really, really want to find him.’




    ‘You’re right.’ Rocky sipped his apple juice thoughtfully.




    From under the table where she was tucking into her chicken breakfast, Petula cocked her head and tried to sense what was happening. Her dog instinct gave her a nasty feeling that Molly and Rocky were about to embark on another one of the strange trips where they travelled down windy tunnels and arrived in different times and places. She hoped not. She’d planned to meet the postman’s dog, Chomsky, today for a good chat and a tail-wag. She’d have to miss that and keep an eye on Molly instead. Petula rested her chin on her paws and frowned. Last time Molly had been on one of her special journeys things had got very hairy. Glancing up past the edge of the table, Petula could just make out the scar on Molly’s neck, a souvenir of that adventure. She winced. Yes, Petula could sense something big was up. As she listened to them wolfing down cereal she knew that it was probably because they weren’t sure when they were going to eat again.




    Please don’t go, Molly, she yearned, lifting her head up. Let’s stay here. But her thoughts fell on an impervious mind.




    Molly made herself a ketchup sandwich and wrapped it in cling film.




    ‘Do you think we should bring back a baby or an eleven-year-old boy?’




    ‘Let’s just find him first,’ said Rocky.




    Molly put on her anorak, and Rocky his sleeveless puffa jacket and a rainproof cagoule. Each stuffed their pockets with useful things. Along with her sandwich, Molly took a can of dog food for Petula and a bottle of water. They packed a compass, some money, a camera and two bars of chocolate. Rocky took a torch from the back-door cupboard and Molly a backpack that Petula would fit inside. Remembering their hats and scarves, and pulling their rainproof hoods up, Molly whistled quietly to Petula and they all crept out.




    Soon they were on bicycles, pedalling along the drive towards the lodge gates. It had stopped raining, but the air was thick and oppressive. Thunder was coming.




    Petula sat in the basket on Molly’s bike, sucking on a stone, her ears flapping in the cold breeze. The morning smelt of wet fern and sodden grass, of mud and earthworms. The gravel under the bikes’ wheels still held the scent of an elephant’s footprints, and mixed up with all of this was the strange electricity in the air that made the tip of Petula’s tongue taste metallic and signalled that lightning was on its way. Petula shivered. She hated thunder.




    Black clouds hung above. The roads were dark and it was difficult to see where they were going but Molly and Rocky cycled as fast as they could, eager not to get caught in the electric storm. As they passed the ‘One mile to Briersville’ sign, a distant roll of thunder rumbled in the sky. And then a bang of thunder directly overhead seemed to shake the very road they were on, and a terrifying flash of silver light forked across the sky.




    ‘Stop the world!’ Rocky shouted to Molly over the wind putting his hand on her shoulder. And so Molly did. When the next crack of thunder came, she froze time, making the world stand still just as a sheet of lightning was illuminating the sky. Rocky pedalled, touching Molly all the time, for that way he was able to stay out of the freeze. Petula, on the other hand, was still as a stuffed toy.




    So the two children sped towards Briersville with their way lit up and with raindrops hanging motionless in the air that popped and splashed as they cycled through them. But the town was eerie in the strange silver light of the storm. Molly was keen to switch the world back on again. As they came into Briersville, they saw that a few people were already up – a postman stood rigid in a doorway, sheltering from the rain, and a milkman sat in his milk float. Molly and Rocky biked down the High Street and followed the signs for the hospital where Molly had been born. Both Molly and Rocky had been there before. Molly’s worst visit was when she’d fallen out of a tree and broken her leg. She’d been seven years old and hiding from the orphanage bully. Rocky had been admitted twice to St Michael’s Hospital for asthma attacks.




    Now the speckled white building loomed up in front of them. They slotted the bikes’ wheels into parking racks and locked them up. Molly picked Petula up, sending movement into her.




    Please don’t go, Petula whined to Molly, now desperate to stop this trip.




    ‘Don’t worry, Petula. It’ll all be fine,’ Molly said, kissing her forehead and trying to feel brave. ‘Just stay really quiet.’ She carefully put her into the black rucksack and handed it to Rocky. Then Molly let the world move. The lightning exploded in the sky and they walked through the hospital entrance.




    Inside was a small shop selling newspapers, magazines and flowers as well as stationery, puzzles, cards and games for bored patients. To the right was a coffee shop. In the distance were the lifts and signs to different hospital departments. Petula poked her nose out through the top of the rucksack and sniffed. The place didn’t smell too good. The air was clinical and filled with disinfectant. And under that was the odour of blood and illness and boiled cabbage. She snuffled and whined and then popped her head back inside the rucksack.




    ‘“The Maternity Ward”,’ said Molly reading a sign. ‘“St Mary’s Wing” – that’s where we go.’ She tied her soggy anorak around her waist. Rocky kept his sleeveless puffa jacket on but wound up his cagoule. Molly bought a bunch of daffodils. As the man in the kiosk turned to sort her change she whispered, ‘Better look like we’re visitors.’ Then they walked along an olive-green passage, following the arrowed signs.




    As they approached the maternity wing Petula could make out the smell of babies galore and milk and nappies. Molly pushed a white swing door and they slipped through to find themselves in a door-lined passage. Outside there was another bang of thunder, then a huge flash of lightning and from one of the bedrooms a baby began to cry. Molly and Rocky quickly stepped sideways into a small waiting lobby. Even though they were there to do good, both felt as guilty as creeping thieves.




    ‘Go back in time now,’ whispered Rocky urgently, ‘before anyone comes.’ He put his hand on Molly’s shoulder again so that he and Petula could be transported through time with her. Molly nodded and reached for her string of gems. She held the three crystals in her right hand and stared at the scarred green gem. That crystal would take them back in time. And if she made the scar on it open, it would follow very precise instructions and take them to exactly where they wanted to go. She relaxed her mind and bored her gaze into the scar. Molly steeped her thoughts with goodness, for that was the way she’d learned to open the scar, and as she thought, the scar blinked wide. At once it was a swirling circle of greens, spiralling away into itself. They were ready. Molly’s hands began to sweat, as they always did when nerves gripped her. Then she took a deep breath and thought an instruction to the gem. She asked it to take them back eleven years and two hundred days – her precise age. And as soon as the request had been made, Molly, Rocky and Petula were plunged back in time. A BOOM filled the hospital waiting room as they disappeared.




    The room about Molly and Rocky purred with pale light, bright light and darkness as they moved backwards through four thousand, two hundred and fifteen days and nights. Finally the light settled.




    Molly put them into a time hover. By doing this, and not properly landing in the time, Molly and Rocky were able to see their surroundings and yet were invisible to anyone in that time.




    In this strange, not-quite-there dimension, they stepped into the passage to check that the coast was clear. Then Molly released the time hover and they properly arrived.




    It was eleven and a half years earlier, but the peculiar thing that both Molly and Rocky noticed straight away was that there was a storm outside then too. Rain was pelting down on the skylights above them and a blast of thunder rattled the windows. Molly gulped and shot a puzzled look at Rocky. Then she stroked Petula’s nose and, keeping her grip on Rocky’s arm just in case they had to time travel again suddenly, the two friends ventured down the passage, inspecting the names on the hospital bedroom doors.




    Neither Molly nor Rocky said a word. They knew what they were here to do. And Petula sensed that she should be quiet too. She sniffed the air. It was still full of baby smells. Then a whiff of a baby that smelt like Molly hit her nostrils. Petula wrinkled her nose and wondered what was going on.




    Molly and Rocky read the doors’ labels. The first read, ‘C. Yo’; the next, ‘M. Burton’; the third, ‘D. A. Lowey’. Then they saw what they wanted – a sign that read, ‘L. Logan’.




    The door to this bedroom was open. In her last adventure Molly had met several of her younger selves, but still she felt a quiver of anticipation as she realized that she was about to see herself as a newborn baby. And equally as amazingly, she was about to see her twin brother for the first time. Hot with curiosity, Molly tilted her head around the door.




    In front of her was a white and yellow room with a metal bed in the centre of it. Sitting up under sheets and blankets and in a pink nightdress was a much younger Lucy Logan. She was staring fondly down at a baby in her arms.




    A nurse stood with her back to the door giving Lucy advice.




    ‘When you’ve fed her, you can burp her and then she’ll drop off, I’m sure. The lad’s still asleep, but no doubt he’ll wake up soon. Yes, twins are hard work, my dear.’




    Outside there was another roll of thunder.




    Lucy Logan lifted the baby to rest its head on her shoulder and she began patting its back. She glanced at Molly, standing in the doorway and smiled, completely unaware that this girl was this same child from the future.




    ‘Have you got a name for her yet?’ the nurse asked.




    ‘No name yet,’ Lucy said. On the floor Molly noticed a rectangular Moon’s Marshmallows box with bags of pink and white marshmallows in it. Three empty packets lay on the bedside table. Molly nudged Rocky and they sidestepped past the room.




    ‘Where do you think my brother is?’ whispered Molly.




    Just then, double doors further down opened and a cot on wheels was pushed out to the passage and into another room.




    ‘I bet there’s a big nursery place where they keep all the babies,’ said Rocky. ‘I’ve seen them in films. Maybe that’s where he is.’




    They crept towards the double doors. Through its glass windows they could see four wheeled cots, each with a swaddled baby inside. A dressing-gowned mother came out. She was so tired she didn’t notice Rocky and Molly. When she’d drifted back to her room they stepped inside. Petula whined from inside the rucksack. She could suddenly smell the saltiness of an aggressive man. He was in the building – and coming closer.




    ‘Shh, Petula’ hushed Molly, completely oblivious to her pet’s warning.




    The first crib held a dark baby with tight corkscrew curls of black hair. The second held a Chinese baby. In the third and fourth slept two babies, either of which could be Molly’s twin brother.




    ‘Which one do you think he is?’ Molly asked. Rocky pointed down at the distinct potato-shaped nose that was very like Molly’s own.




    ‘That’s him, I reckon,’ Rocky whispered. ‘I mean, those noses don’t grow on trees.’




    Molly’s mouth fell open. Until this moment it had been hard to truly believe that she had a brother, but now, here was the living, breathing proof. ‘That is him, isn’t it!’ she yelped. ‘And he looks just like me.’




    ‘Two munchkins,’ agreed Rocky.




    The baby was wrapped up in a white cotton knitted blanket, his cheeks were soft and pink and his ears the shape of tiny tangerine segments. He sighed peacefully. Molly glanced around the room. There was a cabinet at one end with bottles and nappies on it.




    ‘Let’s hide,’ she whispered. ‘It’s time to find out who took him.’




    Rocky nodded and soon they were crouched behind the piece of furniture.




    Molly shuffled the gems on their string around in her hand until the red forward-travelling gem was between her finger and thumb. She stared down at the scar on it and shivering, with anticipation, bid it open. At once a red swirl, like the inside of a volcano, spiralled away to its stem.




    ‘This is it, Rocky.’




    Molly beamed thoughts at the gem, asking it to lift them into a time hover and then to carry them slowly into the future. Through the time-hover mist, she and Rocky poked their heads over the cabinet and watched as the world reeled forwards. People walked swiftly in and out of the nursery, their movements quick and jiggly as though they were in a film that had been fast-forwarded. Nurses and mothers flashed into the room and out again, pushing cots on wheels, holding babies. Molly saw her twin brother’s cot wheeled out and whizzed back in with her own. It was like rush hour. A nurse zoomed around the room dabbing at the babies, adjusting their blankets and changing nappies. And then, just after a flash of lightning, a doctor with his hair gelled into a stiff quiff entered. He studied the babies in the cots as though they were interesting specimens and stopped and looked at Molly’s brother and then the baby next to him. He tugged at the blankets of both of the babies to look at the bands around their wrists. And finally, with the movement of a heron catching a fish, he plucked the baby boy from his cot and, astonishingly, vanished into thin air.




    Molly took them out of the time hover and the mist vanished. The clock on the wall read four.




    ‘Normal doctors don’t disappear like that. Or have hairstyles like that,’ she said.




    ‘I know,’ Rocky whispered. ‘He looked like some sort of rock ’n’ roll pensioner.’




    Molly nodded. ‘He was a time traveller. He just popped out of this time.’




    Petula gave a small bark. Another rumble of thunder over the building seemed to reply.




    ‘Rewind?’ suggested Rocky. Molly suddenly felt incredibly nervous. The idea that the baby thief was a time traveller and therefore a hypnotist made the situation a lot more complicated and scary than she’d expected. He was obviously powerful, and she now suspected, nasty too. For a moment she wanted to leave the hospital and run back to safe Briersville Park. Then she thought of her defenceless baby brother and anger eclipsed her fear.




    ‘Rewind,’ she agreed. Carefully she concentrated on the green gem and lifted herself and Rocky up and back in time. Again they passed the moment when the doctor entered although this time his movements were back to front. Then the room was empty, save for the line of cots and the babies sleeping peacefully. Molly stopped. The mist cleared. Three minutes to four, the clock said.




    ‘What shall we do? Just wait for him?’ asked Rocky.




    ‘I suppose so. And when he vanishes, when he disappears from this time, well, we’ll have to jump too and follow him to exactly where he’s going.’




    ‘Aren’t you going to hypnotize him?’




    ‘No. He must be a good hypnotist himself. Plus, who knows where he comes from? Maybe he has time-travelling friends, other hypnotists. We have to find out where he’s from before we can decide whether we can get away with hypnotizing him.’




    ‘Do you think you can follow him?’ asked Rocky doubtfully. ‘I mean, you don’t even know whether he was travelling forward or backwards in time.’




    ‘I’ll get both gems active, so we can go either way, and I’ll do that lasso thing – remember that trick?’ Once before, Molly had found that she could bring someone time travelling with her by sending out a sort of mind lasso that swung around the other person and carried them along too. This was the other way around. She’d never lassoed someone in order to follow him or her. She hoped it would work.




    Soon both her gems’ eyes were open. Molly and Rocky knew there were probably mere seconds to go now before the mysterious doctor walked in.




    ‘Keep out of sight,’ Molly whispered, her heart beating furiously. ‘If he sees us, who knows what might happen to my brother’s future, or mine?’




    There was a flash of lightning that whitened the hospital room and the door opened. An elderly man entered. His face was wrinkled and his grey hair was styled into a strange quiff that bobbed over his head like a silver duck’s tail. He wore a white doctor’s overall and, underneath it, black shiny trousers. His shoes were muddy. Like an interested baby specialist, he inspected the first three infants before stopping at the cot next to Molly’s brother’s and leaning down to peer at the baby Molly. He prodded at her and read her wristband, and then he undid her brother’s blanket to read his hospital band too.




    ‘Ah, so there’re two of you,’ he muttered in a deep voice, enunciating his words carefully. ‘Twins – a girl and a boy. Which is best? The girl? Maybe I’ll take the girl. Or the boy? Hmm. Actually . . . Yes, I’ll take him.’




    Molly couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It seemed that she, the baby Molly, had almost been chosen for kidnapping. Outside, the crashing thunder sounded like giant marbles cracking together. Molly and Rocky got ready for the man’s vanishing act. As he bent to gather her brother’s blanket and put his hands about him, she gritted her teeth and sent an instruction to her gems to lasso the snatcher so they could tag him. At once her instructions hung in the air like static electricity. He picked the child up. Then he put his hand to a gem that hung around his neck. In the next second Molly and Rocky felt themselves being tugged. As the stranger sped away through time they found themselves following him.
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