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  To Alyson Noël,


  because she might just be superhuman




  





  

    If time travel is possible, where are the tourists from the future?


  




  – Stephen Hawking
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  ALONE




  The fire is hot and relentless, rising up from a thicket of smouldering ash. Lashing at my feet. Filling my eyes with smoky tears of defeat.




  The flames hungrily stare me down. Like a wolf licking its lips at the sight of an injured animal. Savouring the promise of a feast. Taking its time before moving in for the kill.




  The wood crackles beneath me. One by one, branches are crushed, incinerated to black dust in the path of the merciless blaze. I am its only target. The sole destination. Everything else is a

  mere stepping-stone along the way. A dispensable victim to demolish and cast aside as it fights its way to me.




  I search my surroundings desperately for help. But there is none to be found. Silence answers my distress. Punctuated only by the mocking fizzle and crack of the flames.




  They can’t let me die here. Their prized possession left to burn. To shrivel up. To turn to bitter ash. They won’t. I’m sure of it.




  They will be here soon. They will stop it.




  And for the first time in my shallow, abridged memory, I will welcome the sight of them.




  The smoke billows up, cloaking everything in a sickly haze. My vision – normally flawless and acute – is gone. My throat swells and burns. I wrench my head to the side, coughing.

  Choking. Gagging.




  One ambitious flame forges ahead of the others. Winning the race to the top. It claws at my bare feet with long, gnarled fingers. I curl my toes under and press hard against the wood at my back.

  I can already feel my skin start to blister. Bubble. Scream.




  And then I fight. Oh, how I fight. Thrashing against my constraints. But it’s no use.




  And that’s when I realize . . . no one is coming.




  The fire will consume me. Melt the flesh right off my bones. Turn my entire manufactured existence into nothing but grimy dust to be carried off across the countryside with the slightest

  breeze.




  The wind shifts and the smoke clears for long enough that I can just make out a tall, hooded figure standing alone on the other side of the river. Watching silently.




  The fire finally catches my skin. The pain is excruciating. Like a thousand swords slicing through me at once. The scream boils up from somewhere deep within. A place I never knew about. My

  mouth stretches open on its own. My stomach contracts. And I release the piercing sound upon a city of deaf ears.
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  PAST




  ONE WEEK EARLIER . . .




  I roll on to my stomach and clutch the side of the bed, gulping hungrily at the air. The beautiful, fresh, unpolluted oxygen fills my lungs. My blood. My

  brain. My thoughts come into focus. The gnarled knot in my stomach starts to unravel.




  I pound my palm hard against my chest, searching for my heart. Waiting eagerly for its next beat. It feels like hours of stubborn silence pass. My rib cage, an empty chamber.




  Until finally . . .




  BA-BUMP




  BA-BUMP




  BA-BUMP




  With a sigh, my head drops forward and I put forth a silent offering of gratitude.




  When I look up, my vision has cleared and I can see my surroundings.




  The austere wooden furnishings of our small bedroom. Cloaked in slowly vanishing darkness. And Zen. Breathing softly beside me. Lying on his stomach. A lock of dark thick hair flung over his

  left eye. One arm is tucked underneath him and the other is draped across the bed. Saving my place. Completely unaware that I’m no longer there. That I’ve been replaced by a damp

  silhouette of sweat.




  Still sucking in frenzied breaths, I run my hand across my forehead. It comes back moist.




  The light is just starting to break outside, giving the room a faint, ghostly glow.




  I eye the empty space next to Zen. The thought of lying back down and closing my eyes again sends my heart into a tempest of banging and sputtering.




  I gently rise and walk over to the armoire, easing open the heavy oak door. I slide my arms into Zen’s linen doublet and button it over my nightdress. Zen’s sweet, musky scent on the

  jacket immediately starts to calm me as I guide my feet into my leather mules and tiptoe towards the door. The floorboards grumble under my feet and I hear Zen stirring behind me. When I turn

  around, his endless brown eyes are already open, concern flashing in them. He’s watching me, his forehead creased. ‘Is everything OK?’




  ‘Of course,’ I whisper, certain the tremble in my voice will give me away. ‘I . . .’ But my throat is dry and thick. I attempt to swallow. ‘I had a bad dream.

  That’s all.’




  A dream.




  Not real.




  I repeat it in my mind. Hoping it will sound more believable the second time around. Knowing the one I really have to convince is me.




  Zen sits up. The sheets fall to his waist, revealing his bare chest. Beautifully toned from the countless hours of hard labour he’s been doing since we arrived here six months ago.

  ‘Same one?’




  My lip starts to quiver. I bite it hard and nod.




  ‘Do you want to talk about it?’




  I shake my head. But then I see the frustration on his face. His constant need to fix me. And I don’t have the heart to tell him that he can’t.




  ‘It’s no big deal,’ I say, breathing the words in an attempt to lighten them. ‘It was just . . .’




  Ghastly. Horrifying. Real.




  I swallow again. ‘Unsettling.’




  I force a smile on to my face. Praying that Zen can’t see my cheeks twitching from across the room. ‘I’m just going to go outside and get some fresh air.’




  Zen hastily kicks the covers from his legs. ‘I’ll go with you.’




  ‘No!’ I say. Too loudly. Too quickly. Too stupidly.




  I attempt to cover with another pathetic excuse for a smile. ‘It’s OK. Really. I’m fine.’




  He studies me for a moment. His probing eyes asking, Are you sure?




  I’m not sure about anything right now.




  But I still find the strength to say, ‘Don’t worry. Go back to sleep.’




  I don’t wait to see if he does. It’s not the battle I want to fight right now – not when there are much larger ones waging in my mind. I simply turn and leave.




  Once outside the house, I walk to the highest point on the property. A grassy knoll that overlooks the pasture in one direction and the wheat field in the other. I sink to the ground and sit

  with my legs folded awkwardly to the side. The sun is beginning its slow ascent into the sky, reminding me that my time alone out here is limited. The earthly clock is ticking. Soon the world will

  be awake and I will be who I’m supposed to be.




  Not the trembling shell of a person I am right now.




  I force myself to focus on the sky. On the sun’s determined climb. It happens every day. Without fail. The same arc across the same sky. No matter the country. No matter the century.




  The thought brings me a small amount of comfort.




  I’ll take what I can get.




  The sunrise isn’t as pretty here. It was one of the first things I noticed after we arrived. The pinks are less vibrant. Greyed out. The oranges are more muted. Almost faded. As though the

  artist was running low on paint.




  Zen says it’s because the air is clean. Vehicles won’t be invented for nearly three centuries. Smog makes for better sunrises.




  Regardless, it doesn’t stop me from watching.




  I wasn’t lying when I told Zen it was the same dream. It’s always the same dream.




  They come in the night. Capture me and transport me, kicking and screaming, back to their lab. They strap me to a chair with thick steel clamps that are impossible to bend. A large intricate

  contraption protrudes from the ceiling. Its clawlike arm, complete with razor-sharp teeth, pries open my mouth, reaches down my throat, and pulls out my heart. Then another machine takes over,

  working quickly to disassemble the still-pumping organ on a cold, sterile table. Half of it is carved off, placed in a jar, ushered away, while the other half is returned to the claw and replaced

  in my chest cavity by way of my throat again.




  The partial heart settles back into its home behind my rib cage. I can still feel it beating, compelling blood in and out of my veins, keeping me alive. But the process no longer holds meaning.

  A perfunctory action done out of routine, nothing more. I am now forever incomplete. Half a person. A hollow casket that will be forced to seek the other half for the rest of eternity.




  A dream.




  Not real.




  The problem is, dreams are supposed to get fuzzier the longer you’re awake. But this one only becomes clearer with each passing second. Crisper. As though I’m moving towards

  it. Getting closer.




  As though they’re getting closer.




  I close my eyes, take a deep breath.




  ‘They don’t know where we are.’




  ‘They can’t find us here.’




  ‘We are safe.’




  ‘I am safe.’




  I recite the words over and over again, hoping that today will be the day when they no longer feel strange on my tongue. When I might start to believe them.




  ‘They don’t know where we are.’




  ‘They can’t find us here.’




  ‘We are safe.’




  ‘I am safe.’




  But then, like clockwork, the bleak reply comes from the back of my mind. The shadowy version of the truth that’s much easier to believe.




  I’m not safe.




  I’ve never been safe.




  They will never stop looking for me.




  I reach down the collar of my still-damp nightdress and feel for my locket, rubbing my fingertips gently over the black surface of the heart-shaped medallion and the swirling loops of the silver

  design emblazoned on the front.




  The eternal knot.




  It’s an ancient Sanskrit symbol that, according to Zen, represents the flowing of time and movement within all that is eternal.




  To me it represents Zen.




  I insisted on wearing it here even though Zen suggested I take it off. Apparently people in seventeenth-century England don’t look kindly upon unfamiliar symbols that can’t be found

  in something called the Bible – a book everyone here seems to live by. So I agreed to keep it hidden under my clothing at all times.




  But right now I need it.




  I need it to soothe me. To erase the grisly images from my mind.




  I hear careful footsteps behind me and I jump, scrambling to stuff the locket back under my nightdress. My head whips around to find Zen standing there, fully dressed – minus the doublet

  that I stole – and I let out a puff of air. He tosses his hands up in an apologetic gesture. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.’




  He sits down beside me. Even though the show in the sky is over, I turn my gaze back in the direction of the sunrise. For some reason, I can’t look at him right now. I am ashamed of my

  weakness. Every nightmare – every fear I let overtake me – is like a drop of poison in this new life that Zen and I have worked so hard to create. This paradise that we promised each

  other.




  ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ he asks.




  I laugh. It sounds about as fake as it feels. ‘I told you. I’m fine. It was only a bad dream.’




  Zen cocks his head and raises his eyebrows. It’s the look he gives me when he knows I’m lying. I cast my eyes downward and lazily pick at a patch of grass.




  ‘They don’t know where we are,’ he offers. ‘They have no idea.’




  I nod, still refusing to meet his gaze. ‘I know.’




  ‘And if they did, they would be here by now.’




  I nod again. His logic is sound. If they had somehow figured out that we escaped to the year 1609, they would have appeared instantly. They wouldn’t delay. Which means the longer we live

  here without seeing one of them, the more likely it is they have no clue where we are.




  The only other person who knew we were planning to come to the year 1609 was Rio. And he’s . . .




  

    I watch his helpless body writhe violently, arms flinging, eyes rolled back in his head, before he collapses to the ground with a horrific cracking sound. And then . . .




    Stillness.


  




  I shake the horrid memory away, trying to fight off the familiar guilt that comes every time I think about him.




  The point is, they can’t find us.




  We are safe.




  The last thought makes me feel like a fraud.




  ‘You need to let it go,’ Zen urges gently. ‘Forget about everything that happened before. I’ll never let them take you back there.’




  Before. Them. There.




  They’ve become our code words for the things we don’t dare talk about.




  That other life that Zen wants so desperately to forget.




  That other place where I was held prisoner in a lab.




  That other time when science has the ability to create perfect human beings out of air.




  Before we came here.




  I think we’re both terrified that if we actually utter the word Diotech aloud, they might hear us. Our voices will somehow reverberate through the very fabric of time, travel five

  hundred years into the future, and echo off the high, security-patrolled walls of the compound, giving away our location.




  ‘Dwelling on it won’t do you any good,’ he continues. ‘It’s in the past.’




  I smile weakly. ‘Well, technically, it’s in the future.’




  He bumps playfully against my shoulder. ‘You know what I mean.’




  I do. It’s a past I’m supposed to have forgotten. A past that’s supposed to be erased from my memory. I have no actual recollection of Diotech, the biotechnology company that

  created me. My final request before we escaped was that every detail of my life there be completely wiped from my mind. All I have now are Zen’s accounts of the top-secret compound in the

  middle of the desert and a few abridged memories that he stole so that he could show me the truth about who I was.




  But apparently that’s enough to populate nightmares.




  ‘Do you miss it in the slightest?’ I say, surprised by my own bluntness.




  I can feel Zen’s body stiffen next to me and he stares straight ahead. ‘No.’




  I should know by now not to ask questions like this. They always put Zen in an unpleasant mood. I made this mistake several times after we first arrived, when I tried to talk to him about

  anything related to Diotech – Dr Rio, Dr Alixter, Dr Maxxer – and he simply shut down. Refused to speak. But now the question is already out. I can’t take it back. Plus, I want to

  know. I feel like I have to.




  ‘But you left behind everything,’ I argue. ‘Your family, your friends, your home. How can you say that you don’t miss it?’




  ‘I had nothing there,’ Zen replies, and the sudden sharpness in his voice stings. ‘Except a mother who cared more about her latest research project than her own family. And a

  father who left because of it. My friends were friends of convenience. Who else was I going to hang out with when I was never allowed to leave the compound? You weren’t the only one who felt

  like a prisoner there. So no, I don’t miss that at all.’




  I can tell immediately that I’ve gone too far. I’ve upset him. And that’s the last thing I wanted to do. But this is also the most information I’ve ever gotten about

  Zen’s parents. He never speaks of them. Ever. Which only makes me want to press further, but the rigidness of his face warns me that it would be unwise.




  ‘Sorry,’ I offer softly.




  Out of the corner of my vision I see his jawline relax and he finally turns to look at me. ‘No, I’m sorry.’




  It’s a genuine apology. I can tell by the way it reaches his eyes.




  He rises to his feet, struggling slightly, as though the action requires more effort than it should. Then he brushes the damp dirt from the back of his breeches and holds out a hand for me to

  take. ‘C’mon, Cinnamon. Everyone will be up soon. You should get dressed.’




  His use of the nickname Cinnamon makes me chuckle, effectively lightening the mood. It’s a popular term of endearment in this time period that we picked up from the husband and wife who

  own the farmhouse where we’ve been living.




  I take his hand and he pulls me to my feet. But he doesn’t let go once I’m standing. He keeps pulling me towards him until our faces are a mere fraction of an inch apart.

  ‘It’ll get easier,’ he whispers, bringing the conversation back to the reason I came out here in the first place. ‘Try to forget.’ He places his hands on the sides of

  my face and softly touches his lips to mine.




  The taste of him erases everything else. The way it always does. And just for that moment, there is no there, there is no them, there is no before. There is only us.

  There is only now.




  But I know eventually the moment will end. Because that’s what moments do. And sooner or later, I will be doubled over the side of that bed again, fighting for air. Because even though I

  have no real memory of the former life that haunts me, I still can’t do what he wants me to do.




  I can’t forget.




  





  2




  FOREIGN




  Living and working on a farm in the countryside of England is one of the many precautions we’ve taken to stay off Diotech’s radar. Zen thought it

  would be better if money never changed hands and no official transactions were recorded. So we work here in exchange for a place to live and food to eat.




  I enjoy farm life. It’s not overly complicated. There is a set of tasks to undertake each day and I feel satisfaction in completing every one. Like hundreds of tiny victories. Plus,

  it’s quiet here. Peaceful.




  John Pattinson owns and runs the farm, while his wife, Elizabeth, tends to the maintenance of the home and their four children. Zen mostly works alongside Mr Pattinson, helping with the sowing,

  ploughing, reaping, and general upkeep of the crops. I help Mrs Pattinson with the domestic chores and the care of the animals.




  The problem is, Mrs Pattinson doesn’t like me. Zen says I’m being paranoid but it’s something I just know. Sometimes I catch her watching me as I’m going about my work.

  She has a suspicious look in her eyes. Like she’s waiting for me to screw up. To show who I really am.




  I think she can sense that I’m different. That I don’t fit in here.




  I suppose neither does Zen. After all, he was born five hundred years in the future. And seventeenth-century farmwork is something we both had to learn very quickly. But somehow he’s been

  able to assimilate a lot easier than I have.




  That’s one of the (many) downsides of being created by scientists in a lab. You simply stand out. Even if people don’t quite know why. They can perceive there’s something

  strange about you. Something unnatural about the way you were brought on to this earth.




  That’s what Mrs Pattinson senses. Whether she understands it or not is irrelevant. I understand it. Which is why I always feel like I have to tread carefully when she’s around.




  I remember one of the first things she said to me when I arrived. She looked right at me, her gaze darting sceptically up and down my entire body before finally landing on my eyes.




  ‘I’ve never seen purple eyes before,’ she said, her tone brusque and accusing.




  I swallowed hard and opened my mouth to speak. Even though I hadn’t the slightest idea what I would say or how I would recover.




  Thankfully, Zen was prepared, as always. He stepped forward, put his hand gently on my arm, and replied, ‘Her great-grandmother was from the Orient. Lots of purple eyes out

  there.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter that it’s not true,’ Zen later explained to me. ‘It only matters that she believed it.’




  But I wasn’t even sure about that. She may never have mentioned it again, but I see the doubt on her face every time she looks at me. I hear it in her gruff tone when she addresses me.




  Her children don’t seem to like me either. They pretty much avoid me as much as they can.




  The only person in the house who doesn’t seem bothered by my presence is Mr Pattinson. But I don’t consider that any type of accomplishment. He’s a sweet-tempered, jovial man

  who appears to love everyone. If his wife has voiced any objections to us being here, he certainly hasn’t entertained them. It’s fairly clear that, in this time period, the man of the

  house makes all the decisions.




  Because it was Mr Pattinson who, six months ago on a chilly day in late March, agreed to let us work here in exchange for food and lodging. He was the one who welcomed an unknown

  eighteen-year-old boy and sixteen-year-old girl with open arms and offered to lend us some of his and his wife’s clothing. And he was the one who enthusiastically ate up Zen’s story

  about us being newlyweds who were both born and raised aboard merchant ships that have been sailing back and forth from the Far East for the majority of our lives, which accounts for our

  ‘funny accents’.




  I was actually quite surprised to see how prepared Zen was when we arrived. Everything had been carefully thought out ahead of time, even down to our fake period-appropriate names – Sarah

  and Ben. He told me that, in reality, the plan was as much mine as it was his. We’d been working on the details for months before we left the Diotech compound. Of course, I have no

  recollection of this.




  But even if I had remembered planning our cover story, I was glad Zen was the one to deliver it. He’s a natural storyteller. When he speaks, his voice is so calming, his face so

  earnest, it’s hard not to invite him right into your home.




  The boys, Thomas, James, and Myles, are enamoured of him. They sit around the fireplace for hours every night after dinner, listening to Zen tell made-up stories about his life on the high seas

  with his father, the merchant trader. Sometimes I even find myself leaning forward in my seat with anticipation, waiting to hear what comes next, desperate to find out whether or not the crew

  really can fight off a Chinese giant squid and live to tell about it. I then have to remind myself, with sinking disappointment, that none of it actually happened.




  Later that morning, as soon as we’re dressed and outside and the front door closes behind us, Zen pulls me towards him, capturing my mouth with his. It’s a hungry

  kiss. Eager. It takes me by surprise. I love how he can still take me by surprise. Zen’s lips gently pry mine open and his tongue starts to explore. I remark how much better the porridge we

  had for breakfast tastes on him than it did on my spoon five minutes ago. I feel his fingertips press into my lower back, urging me closer. Then his hands are under my cap, in my hair, massacring

  the tight bun that I spent the morning coaxing my hair into, but I can hardly bring myself to care. I’m too swept up in Zen’s fierceness. His famine for me. It spreads over me like a

  wildfire.




  When he breaks away, I’m breathless, gasping for air. Although I’d take his kiss over oxygen any day.




  ‘What was that?’ I ask, resting my forehead against his lips and inhaling his scent.




  I feel him smirking into my skin. ‘A goodbye kiss.’




  This makes me laugh. I tilt my head and gaze up at him. ‘Where are you going? Saturn?’




  ‘Nah. Just the wheat field.’ He reaches out, his fingertip tracing the hook of my ear and drifting off my cheek, heating my face to a boil. ‘But without you, it may as well be

  another planet.’




  I open my mouth to speak but only stammering air escapes.




  He smiles, teasing me with his eyes. ‘Bye, Cinnamon.’




  And then he’s gone. Disappearing in the direction of the wheat field. I rake my teeth over my bottom lip, attempting to savour him for another second before reluctantly starting towards

  the barn.




  October is only a few days away, which means it’s time to harvest the fruit in the orchard. Mrs Pattinson has assigned me the task of picking the apples and pears. I wouldn’t mind it

  so much except for the fact that it requires me to work with Blackthorn, the Pattinsons’ horse.




  He hates me, too.




  With a sigh, I grab the rope halter from the hook on the wall and let myself into the stall. Blackthorn stiffens the moment he sees me, his head jerking up and his eyes narrowing. Then, upon

  noticing the halter in my hand, he whinnies and stamps his foot.




  ‘I know,’ I tell him. ‘I don’t like it any more than you do.’




  I take a step towards him and he startles and kicks his back feet against the wall.




  ‘Come on,’ I implore. ‘Don’t be like that.’




  But my coaxing doesn’t seem to be doing any good because he edges himself into the corner and stares me down, ears pinned back, nostrils flaring. I have no doubt he’s planning to

  charge if I get any closer.




  Mr Pattinson says Blackthorn only reacts this way because I’m too tense when I’m around him. I have to learn how to relax. Horses can sense fear.




  Unfortunately I don’t think it’s my fear that he senses. Even the horse knows there’s something off about me.




  Before we came here, I’d never seen a horse before, or any animal, for that matter. I didn’t even know what they were. When the Diotech scientists designed me, they were very

  particular about what I knew and what I didn’t. Even down to the words in my vocabulary. Zen says that was just another way to control me. By controlling what knowledge I had access to. And

  apparently they didn’t think horses were important enough to add to my mental dictionary. I made the mistake of nearly leaping out of my shoes and letting out a piercing shriek when we

  arrived on the farm and I came face-to-face with Blackthorn for the first time.




  Zen was quick to cover for me, stating that since I was born and raised on a merchant ship, I’d never come in contact with any farm animals before. But once again, I don’t think Mrs

  Pattinson ever completely believed the story.




  All the other tasks I can handle – cooking dinner, baking bread, working in the garden, chopping firewood, sewing clothes, washing laundry. I was designed to pick up skills quickly –

  after only one demonstration. And I actually enjoy the manual labour. It keeps my mind calm.




  The jobs that require interaction with the animals – feeding the pigs, letting the chickens out of their coop, milking the goat – are the ones that I’ve come to dread every

  day. Because animals see right through me. Zen can’t dazzle them with well-crafted stories to put their doubts to rest. They know something is wrong with me.




  I take three slow steps towards the horse and attempt to ease the halter up over his nose. I proceed cautiously, careful not to make any sudden moves. His eyes follow me with the same distrust I

  see when Mrs Pattinson watches me. I flash the horse a beaming smile to show that I’m perfectly nice and not a threat, but the action seems to have the reverse effect. He flinches and whips

  his head up, knocking me in the chin. The force of the blow sends me flying backwards and I fall into a soft patch of mud.




  The horse looks over and I swear I see him smirk.




  Groaning, I push myself up and do my best to brush the mud off the back of my skirt. This will definitely require laundering later today.




  I’m about to go in for a second try when I hear the door creak open and Jane, the Pattinsons’ six-year-old daughter, slinks into the stall. She’s wearing a dress with a ripped

  hem that will surely be added to our mending pile any day now. Her sunshine-blond curls are still matted and tangled on one side of her head from sleeping on them. She brushes them clumsily out of

  her face, revealing a pair of large, inquisitive blue eyes.




  Dangling from her hand is the tiny doll, about the size of my hand, that she carries with her wherever she goes. She calls it Lulu. Its body was made from the stained white fabric of one of Mr

  Pattinson’s old shirts, and its blue short-sleeved frock was crafted from one of Jane’s outgrown baby dresses. It has a painted-on nose and smile and buttons for eyes.




  I’m surprised to see Jane here. Since we arrived, she’s never spoken to me. None of the children have, really. Maybe a few perfunctory words here and there like, May I have some

  more bread, please? but beyond that, I might as well be a ghost in this house.




  There have been a few times when I’ve looked up from my work and caught her watching me from a distance but she always scampers away as soon as she sees me notice her. I’ve convinced

  myself that she’s terrified of me. But she shows no fear now.




  Without a word, she gently places the doll in the front pocket of her dress, walks towards me, removes the halter from my hand, and proceeds to approach the horse.




  Blackthorn towers over her and for a minute I wonder if it’s a good idea to even allow her into this stall. One little jerky move from him and she could be crushed to death. I consider

  dashing after her and scooping her up into my arms but I soon see that this won’t be necessary because the horse actually relaxes the moment he sees her. His nostrils stop flaring, his ears

  bounce straight up in the air, and he lowers his head so that his eyes are level with hers.




  ‘That’s a good horsie,’ she coos, rubbing the top of his nose. His eyes sink closed. She easily slips the halter around his head and ties it. Then she silently points to the

  harness on the wall behind me. I grab it and take one pace towards him. He tenses again but Jane is quick to soothe him with a soft clucking sound.




  I manage to get close enough to toss the harness over his back and buckle the strap around his chest. Then I fetch the fruit baskets from outside his stall and secure them to the hooks on either

  side. He doesn’t look happy about any of this, but he seems much more tolerant of my presence while Jane is here.




  I’m about to say thank you to Jane when I hear an angry huffing sound behind me. We both turn to see Mrs Pattinson glaring at us. Her eyes drift down from me to her daughter.




  ‘Jane,’ she says tightly, ‘go inside.’




  Jane bites her lip and scuttles away. Mrs Pattinson lingers to give me one more distrustful glower before following her daughter.




  She must think she’s out of hearing range when she turns the corner towards the house because she whispers gruffly to Jane, ‘What did I tell you about conversing with that

  girl?’




  There’s no way for her to know that my actual hearing range reaches far beyond any normal human being’s. That, in reality, I can hear horse hooves clip clopping down the

  dirt road five minutes before they actually arrive at the house, a hawk flapping its wings in the next valley, or even the hushed early-morning bickering between her and Mr Pattinson in the kitchen

  when I’m sitting on the knoll five hundred feet away watching the sunrise.




  Although I fear that even if she had known I could hear her, she wouldn’t have cared.




  I swallow the stinging in my throat and hook the lead rope to Blackthorn’s halter, pulling him out of the barn and towards the orchard. He follows me obediently but uses the entire length

  of the rope to put as much distance between us as he can.
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  PRECAUTIONS




  One, one thousand. Step.




  Two, one thousand. Step.




  Three, one thousand. Step.




  I take vigilant, measured paces as I walk, counting a full second per stride, just like Zen taught me.




  It’s one of the numerous things I have to do on a daily basis to avoid drawing unnecessary attention to myself. To hide who I am. If I move too fast – at the speed my scientifically

  enhanced legs are capable of carrying me – people will notice.




  When I lift heavy objects, I have to pretend to struggle with them. Carrying in the wood for the bread oven is especially frustrating because I could easily carry the entire bundle at once but

  that would seem unnatural for a woman to be able to do. So instead I have to take three agonizingly slow trips from the chopping block to the kitchen, timing my steps the entire way, and throwing

  in a few grunts and other exertion noises to make it sound realistic.




  Diotech is sure to be monitoring all historical records. From all time periods. They probably have a hundred people assigned to the task, scouring the digital archives for any clue to my

  whereabouts. It would only take one slip-up, one sliver of unwanted attention, one mention of something unusual in a printed pamphlet or an official document and that would be enough.




  They would send someone here to investigate.




  And my new life – my new home – would be gone forever.




  By lunchtime, I’ve already collected eight baskets of apples and pears from the orchard and delivered them to the house, with Blackthorn’s help. Mrs Pattinson is thrilled and she

  claps her hands ecstatically when I report back the yield. It’s actually the first time I think I’ve ever seen her happy. Apparently this was a ‘fertile season’, which means

  there’s enough to take into town and sell.




  I manage to finish my workload today with enough time to wash and hang my mud-stained skirt on the line outside before helping Mrs Pattinson with dinner. Zen and I were each given two pairs of

  clothes when we arrived. ‘One to wash and one to wear,’ we were told.




  The garments definitely required getting used to. The bodice sometimes feels like it’s suffocating me, I often trip over the heavy linen skirt that falls to my ankles, the cotton cap

  itches on my head, and the long shirtsleeves are thick and hot in the afternoon sun. But I suppose it’s a small price to pay to be here with Zen.




  To be safe from them.




  After dinner, Mrs Pattinson and I sit down at the kitchen table to mend clothes while everyone else gathers around the fireplace with Zen to hear another one of his adventure stories before

  it’s time for bed.




  As my fingers move deftly, weaving the thread in and out, in and out, I allow the sound of Zen’s soft, melodic voice and the crackling fire to silence my thoughts. Drifting away for a few

  peaceful moments. Revelling in the quiet end of the day. The promise of what’s to come when everyone goes to sleep and Zen and I are finally alone.




  It’s Mrs Pattinson’s nasally grating voice that eventually brings me back to the present when she asks me to pass her another spool of thread.




  I smile politely, bend down to retrieve the black bobbin from the basket near my feet, and then reach across the table to place the object in front of her.




  I’m just about to withdraw my arm when Mrs Pattinson lets out a horrified, deafening gasp that stops everyone short. Zen is no longer speaking. Mr Pattinson and the children are no longer

  listening. Even the fire seems to have been shocked to a subtle flicker.




  Everyone has turned and is staring at me.




  I look instinctively to Zen and his dark eyes widen in alarm. Since we arrived here, we’ve begun to master the art of communicating without speaking. With the Pattinsons almost always

  around, sometimes a glance is all we get to convey something important. It’s a necessity when living with secrets. Secrets that, in this day and age, could get you killed.




  He nudges his chin ever so slightly in the direction of my outstretched arm. I glance down and suddenly understand. My stomach clenches. A peculiar icy heat slithers up my legs. And for a

  moment, I’m completely paralysed. Staring at the sight before me that cannot be unseen. Feeling the palpable panic in the air that cannot be erased.




  The sleeve of my shirt has slid up, revealing the bare skin on the inside of my left wrist.




  Or more specifically, the razor-thin black line that is inked across my wrist.




  I call it my tattoo, even though that’s not an accurate term. But it’s what I originally thought it was. In reality, it’s a tracking device that was installed by Diotech when

  they created me.




  Zen warned me that I would have to keep it hidden under my sleeve here. That I was never to reveal it. And now I understand why.




  Mrs Pattinson’s mouth finally closes from her prolonged gasp and she’s able to speak. ‘Is that the mark of . . . of . . .’




  ‘No,’ Mr Pattinson chides her. ‘Not in front of the children.’




  She’s flustered and breathless as she continues to stare down at my exposed wrist. I start to pull my arm away but she grabs my hand and clutches it tightly, her nails digging into my

  flesh.




  I know I could easily yank it away. I’m about a hundred times stronger than she is, but I also know that it would be the wrong thing to do right now.




  ‘It is!’ she exclaims, studying it closer and clearly ignoring her husband’s warning. ‘I’ve heard Mary Adams describe it.’ She sucks in a hissing breath

  through her teeth. ‘That’s Satan’s mark!’




  I don’t know who Satan is but I can only surmise that he or she is not someone you want to be associated with. All four children shudder in unison and seven-year-old Myles whimpers and

  climbs into his father’s lap, his small brown eyes narrowing accusingly in my direction.




  ‘Mrs Pattinson,’ her husband roars. ‘That is enough. You are frightening the children. I’ve warned you before about listening to the likes of Mary Adams. She’s a

  gossip and a meddler. I’m sure Sarah has a perfectly reasonable explanation for her –’ he looks towards my wrist and clears his throat anxiously – ‘for whatever that

  is.’




  Everyone turns expectantly to me and I turn to Zen, my eyes pleading with him. I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t know what to say. Whatever I do will undoubtedly only make things

  worse.




  I watch Zen’s expression shift. Sliding effortlessly from one of disquiet to one of calm. He chuckles and I immediately wonder if laughing at Mrs Pattinson is really the best

  choice right now. But Zen appears to know what he’s doing.




  ‘Oh, that,’ Zen says, casually flicking his hand towards my wrist, which is still pinned in Mrs Pattinson’s mighty clutch. ‘That’s a great story!

  You’re going to love it!’




  His easy movements and the buoyancy of his voice calm the tension in the room almost instantly. Zen then launches into a flawless account of the time my father’s merchant ship was raided

  and seized by pirates when I was only eight years old. The invaders took everyone captive and tattooed us with this special mark, branding us as prisoners.




  Within moments everyone is completely rapt, listening to his story and the animated way in which he tells it. He stands up and swings his arms valiantly to enact the final epic battle of swords

  that led to our victory and daring escape.




  No one is even looking at me any more. Everyone is intently focused on Zen as though they’ve completely forgotten about the scandal that prompted the telling of this story in the first

  place.




  Everyone except Mrs Pattinson, that is.




  When I glance up, her vicious, distrustful eyes are still drilling into me. Her mouth is clenched, slicing a rigid horizontal line across the bottom of her face. She is not in the least bit

  dazzled by Zen’s spirited story. In fact, I doubt she believes a word of it.




  I force a timid smile and ever so gently begin to pry my hand out from under hers. My arm snaps back when I finally break free. The whole time her gaze never abandons me. She never stops

  accusing.




  I hastily finish the sock that I’ve been darning, place it on the table, and clean up my work space. Zen is still engrossed in the story of the great battle with the pirates, making up

  details with impressive ease and diligence.




  I stand up without a word and head towards the stairs. Zen stops talking long enough to raise his eyebrows inquisitively at me. Are you OK?




  I shrug and nod weakly in response, anxious to leave the room, to disappear behind a closed door. To vanish.




  I hurry towards the stairs, wanting so badly to bolt up them as fast as my legs can carry me. But I force myself to take cautious, timed, human steps – one, one thousand, two,

  one thousand – feeling Mrs Pattinson’s eyes stinging the back of my neck the entire time.
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  TELLING




  As soon as the door is closed behind me, I slide out of my mules, rip the bonnet from my head, untwist my bun, and shake out my long honey-brown hair. The bed

  squeaks under my weight as I collapse on to my back. I rest my hand on my chest, feeling my heart pounding. My rib cage rises and falls in desperate ragged breaths.




  I close my eyes and try to calm myself. Try to tell myself it’s all right. By tomorrow she will have completely forgotten about it.




  But I know I’m only lying again.




  I wish I had access to one of Diotech’s re-cognization receptors so I could dig into Mrs Pattinson’s mind, find that memory, and erase it forever. I was wearing a set of them when we

  arrived here but Zen insisted we throw them into a nearby pond, reasoning that they would only arouse suspicion if they were ever found in our possession.




  Not that they’d be of any use to us without the right equipment. Even if I was able to sneak into her bedroom while she was sleeping and secure the receptors to her head, I’d still

  need some kind of computer connected to them in order to find the memory within her brain and delete it.




  Absent-mindedly, I run my fingertip gently over the ink-black strip of skin on the inside of my wrist.




  ‘Satan’s mark.’




  I remember when they found me the first time. When the thin black line buzzed with electricity. When they were close enough to track me.




  It was August of 2013. In the small town of Wells Creek, California. When I was living with the Carlsons, my foster family. Heather, Scott, and their thirteen-year-old son, Cody.




  People believed I was the sole survivor of a deadly plane crash. That I had somehow managed to fall from the sky and live to tell about it. That I had lost my memories as a result of the

  accident. And that I was just a normal sixteen-year-old girl with a family, and friends, and a home somewhere.




  But none of that was true.




  I was never on the plane.




  I was never a normal sixteen-year-old girl.




  I had no family or friends.




  I ended up in the year 2013 by accident. When Zen and I were attempting to escape. We were supposed to come here – to 1609 – but something went wrong.




  Something neither of us has been able to figure out.




  ‘What happened?’ I asked Zen after we’d been here a week. ‘How did we get separated?’




  He got very quiet then, refusing to look at me. ‘You let go,’ he whispered.




  His response startled me and I nearly choked on my next word. ‘What?’




  He finally brought his eyes back to mine but something had clouded them. A layer of doubt that I’d never seen before. ‘You let go of my hand,’ he explained. ‘I felt it at

  the very end. Like you’d changed your mind or something. When I opened my eyes and found myself here – in 1609 – you were gone.’




  ‘It must have slipped,’ I reasoned, unable to believe what he was saying.




  But he shook his head. ‘No.’ The confidence in his tone made my throat go dry as he repeated the three words that still send chills through me whenever I think about them. ‘You

  let go.’




  Regardless of the reason, I ended up in the twenty-first century alone and scared, without an identity or a single scrap of memory. In a time period I knew nothing about.




  I became an instant celebrity. The police broadcast my picture to the world, certain it would only be a matter of time before someone came looking for me.




  That part they were right about.




  Someone did come looking for me. But it wasn’t my family. It wasn’t my friends. It was them.




  And they almost managed to bring me back.




  Thankfully, Zen found me first. He tried to explain to me what was happening. Why I was there. Who these mysterious people chasing me were. I didn’t believe him at first. I didn’t

  recognize him.




  But something inside me – some deeply buried spark – lit up whenever he was around. Somewhere beyond my vacant, spotless, overly logical brain – beyond my fear and distrust and

  burning need for answers that made sense – I still remembered him. Still trusted him.




  Still loved him.




  I’m startled by a quiet rap on the door and I push myself up to a seated position, pull my sleeve back down over my wrist, straighten my shoulders, and call, ‘Come in.’




  The door creaks open but I don’t see anyone on the other side. At first I think a breeze from an open window might have pushed it but then my gaze slides down about three feet and I see

  Jane’s tiny blond head poking into the room.




  Just like in the barn this morning, her presence takes me by surprise.




  Jane quietly pads into the room with Lulu, her doll, tucked in the crook of her elbow. She closes the door behind her without a word. Then she walks right up to the edge of the bed and stands in

  front of me, staring at me with a gentle but intrigued gaze. Lulu’s two black button eyes watch me with matched curiosity.




  I feel uncomfortable and am tempted to look away but something about Jane’s innocent features keeps my eyes locked on hers. She bites her lip in concentration and her forehead crumples as

  she looks at me, like she’s trying hard to decipher something on my face.




  Then, finally, she opens her mouth and in her small, docile voice and precious accent says, ‘Why do you never tell us any stories?’




  The question catches me off guard. I’m not sure what I was expecting from her, but it definitely wasn’t this. I don’t have much experience with little children –

  none, actually. To be honest, they make me nervous. So small and fragile and unpredictable. Like they might punch you in the stomach, or burst into tears, or shatter into a million pieces

  at any moment.




  ‘U-u-um,’ I stammer. ‘I-I-I don’t know. I guess I don’t have any stories to tell.’




  ‘Then why don’t you make one up?’ she suggests, her voice clearly implying that this is an obvious solution.




  ‘You don’t like Ben’s stories?’




  She teeters her head from side to side, the straps of her little white cap bouncing on her shoulders. ‘I do,’ she replies, sounding almost diplomatic. ‘They’re for boys,

  though. I want to hear a girl story.’




  She’s looking at me with big, round, eager eyes and it takes me a second to realize she really is expecting me to just make up a story. Right here. Right now.




  ‘Um,’ I say again. ‘OK, I guess I can make up a story for you.’




  Her lips spring into an ear-to-ear grin, revealing two rows of miniature crooked teeth. One is missing from the bottom. She climbs clumsily on to the bed – hands and knees and elbows

  everywhere – and sits down right beside me. She places her doll in her lap, wraps one arm around its waist and the other she rests casually on my thigh, clearly thinking nothing of the

  gesture. As though we’ve sat like this a dozen times before.




  I stiffen at her sudden proximity and her touch, reminding myself of the way that stupid horse reacts every time I enter his stall.




  She looks up at me, chin jutted out, blue eyes blinking, mouth curved in a patient half-smile. Waiting. Anticipating. I hope she doesn’t expect anything as remarkable as one of Zen’s

  stories because if so, she’ll be sorely disappointed.




  ‘OK,’ I begin awkwardly, racking my brain for something to say. ‘This is a story about . . .’




  About what?




  Am I really expected to just create an entire story? An entire life? When I’m still trying to figure out my own? I rack my brain for inspiration. For a single detail I

  can begin with, but no response comes. My mind is blank.




  Zen always makes it look so easy. Effortless. He simply starts talking and doesn’t stop until an entire epic saga has been described in painstaking detail. I can’t even come up with

  a single person, place, or thing to be the subject of one lousy story.




  Did the Diotech scientists create me with absolutely no imaginative abilities whatsoever?




  I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me.




  Creativity obviously had no function in whatever it was they planned to do with me. In fact, any creative talent at all was probably considered a liability. A threat. A skill that might

  facilitate an escape plan.




  They obviously weren’t counting on Zen.




  Jane is still staring up at me, waiting for some exciting, perilous tale. Unfortunately I’ll have to break it to her that it’s just not going to happen. I’m simply not wired

  that way. She’s going to have to get her source of entertainment from somewhere else tonight.




  ‘About a princess,’ she whispers beside me.




  I frown back at her. ‘What?’




  She looks impatient for a moment before letting out a sigh and explaining, ‘All good stories are about a princess.’




  ‘Oh,’ I splutter. ‘Right. Yes. OK, it’s about a princess.’




  Jane nods contentedly, indicating her satisfaction, and then motions for me to keep going.




  ‘It’s about a princess who . . . who . . .’ But once again nothing comes.




  ‘Lives in King James’s court?’ she asks, raising her eyebrows hopefully.




  ‘Oh no.’ I shake my head, confident about something for the first time. ‘She’s from much further away. A very, very distant place.’




  Jane’s eyes light up. ‘The New World?’




  ‘Even further. Further than you could ever imagine.’




  She flashes me an encouraging smile.




  ‘So,’ I continue tentatively, still unsure where I’m going with this, ‘the princess was . . . she was . . .’




  ‘Special.’ Jane finishes the sentence. ‘She has to be special.’




  ‘She does?’




  ‘Of course,’ she replies with authority. ‘Otherwise why would there be a story about her?’




  ‘Good point. Yes, she was very special.’




  ‘Why?’ Jane prompts, gazing up eagerly at me again.




  I peer around the room for some help. There’s none to be found. ‘Well, she was special because she had these . . . these . . .’ I stop, press my lips together, glance down at

  my wrist, safely hidden behind my sleeve again. I take a deep breath.




  ‘. . . magic powers,’ I finally conclude.




  ‘Oooh!’ Jane nods her head vigorously in approval. She scoots even closer to me, our legs now touching. ‘What kind of powers?’




  Her excitement unexpectedly invigorates me. Makes me feel giddy. A surge of warmth runs through my body and I suddenly find myself wanting to do anything to keep the feeling alive. To please

  her.




  ‘Well,’ I begin. The smile on my face is automatic. Unconscious. ‘She could run really fast. And she was very strong.’




  ‘Stronger than the boys?’




  ‘Stronger than anyone.’




  Jane’s eyes are wide with fascination, her mouth hanging open. Her passion fuels me. Presses me forward. ‘And she could see in the dark,’ I add, attempting to give my voice a

  mysterious lilt, the way I’ve heard Zen do so many times. ‘And hear things from very far away. And read very quickly. And speak several languages.’




  ‘Like French?’ Jane asks.




  I nod. ‘Yes. Like French and Spanish and Portuguese and Russian.’




  ‘That’s wondrous!’ Jane marvels, clearly entranced.




  I can’t help but laugh. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’




  ‘She’s very lucky.’




  I let out a sigh. ‘Actually, no. She isn’t. Because you see, she was forced to run very far away from her home. To a place that she didn’t know at all. She had to hide because

  there were bad people chasing her.’




  ‘They wanted her magic powers,’ Jane adds shrewdly.




  ‘Exactly. They wanted to capture her and bring her back to where she came from.’




  ‘But there was a prince?’ Jane assumes, as though this solves everything.




  And I suppose, when you’re six years old, it does.




  ‘Yes, there was a prince. And he was . . .’ My voice trails off for a moment and I feel that subtle tingle that covers my skin every time I think of Zen. ‘Well, he helped her

  escape from the bad people. She loved him very much.’




  I can tell right away that this was the correct answer. Jane smiles triumphantly. ‘So now she could be happy? Because she escaped?’




  The expression on Jane’s sweet little face causes a splinter to stab into my chest. She looks as though the weight of her existence – everything she knows to be true – is

  riding on this very answer.




  ‘She was,’ I say cautiously. ‘However, because she was so different, she often felt . . .’ I exhale, finding the truth in my breath. ‘Lonely. And scared.

  Like she didn’t belong anywhere. Like she wasn’t . . .’ I pause again, glancing down at Lulu, her tiny handcrafted body tucked into Jane’s slender, pale arms. Her faded red

  lips, permanently drawn into a smile. Her blank button eyes stare back at me. Unblinking. Unfeeling.




  ‘. . . human.’




  The two syllables hang in the air like a puff of stale smoke, waiting for the wind to determine which way they will drift. How long they will stay.




  When I look down at Jane again, her forehead is furrowed and I immediately fear that I’ve failed at my attempt to entertain her. ‘But she wasn’t an animal,’ she argues,

  confusion soaked into her small voice.




  ‘N-no,’ I try to explain, stammering slightly, ‘I meant, she didn’t feel . . . real.’




  Jane is pensive. She appears to be absorbing everything I said. Analysing it. Deciding whether or not this qualifies as a satisfactory story.




  ‘If she wasn’t real,’ she finally says, ‘then she wouldn’t have been able to run away from the bad people. That was a good choice.’




  My smile is strained. ‘I suppose it was.’




  There’s a long silence in which neither one of us speaks or looks at the other. Finally, I feel a soft tug on the sleeve of my shirt. I glance down to see that Jane has ever so carefully

  peeled away the cuff to reveal the thin, black mark underneath.




  She studies it for a moment. Then, with surprising boldness, she reaches out with one tiny finger – barely a twig – and touches it. Sweeps along the length of the line. Delicate.

  Like a baby mouse running across my skin. Back and forth. Back and forth.




  I don’t say anything. I don’t try to move away. I just watch. And feel.




  ‘She needs to hide really well.’ Jane finally speaks, her voice quiet but steady. Unusually wise for her age.




  She removes her hand, allowing the sleeve to fall back into place, concealing the inside of my left wrist once again. ‘So they can never ever find her.’




  She looks up at me, her blue eyes liquid and sparkling.




  My bottom lip starts to tremble. I bite down on it hard. Small droplets of blood trickle on to my tongue. I swallow them.




  ‘Yes,’ I say, trying to ignore the bitter metallic taste in my mouth. ‘She does.’
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  INSTINCTIVE




  My favourite times of the day are early in the morning before everyone is awake, when I sometimes sit alone and watch the sunrise, and late at night. After

  dinner has been eaten, the dishes have been cleaned and put away, the children have been tucked into their beds, and Mr and Mrs Pattinson have retired to their room. That’s when Zen and I

  slip out the front door, tiptoe across the dark field, duck under the split-rail fence, and retreat into the woods.
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