
      
        
          The Time Travellers Retrieval Service

          
          Jennifer Sewell

        

        
          
          
        

      

    
Copyright



Copyright © 2022 by Jennifer Sewell
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Dedication
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          PROLOGUE 
                        
                            
                        
                            
                                	
                                     Luna • Glastonbury • 18 September 2012 
                                

                            
                            
                        
                            

                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          18 September 1970
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          19 September 1970
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          1. Elidi • London • 1 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          19 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21 May 2017
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          2. Elidi • Haringey • 22 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          22 May 1993
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          3. Luna • Devon • 22 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          4. Elidi • London • 22 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          5. Luna • London • 22 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          23 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6. Elidi • Devon • 25 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          26 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          7. Luna • Devon • 27 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          28 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          8. Elidi • London • 28 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          9. Luna • Devon • 29 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          10. Elidi • London • 29 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          30 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          11. Elidi • Devon • 31 May 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          12. Elidi • Somewhere Over The Atlantic • 1 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          13. Elidi • Bermuda • 3 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          14. Luna • Devon • 3 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          15. Elidi • Bermuda • 3 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          4 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          16. Luna • Devon • 4 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          5 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          17. Elidi • Bermuda • 5 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          18. Luna • Salisbury • 7 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          19. Luna • Devon • 7 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          9 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          20. Elidi • Somewhere On The Atlantic • 9 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          10 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21. Luna • Devon • 9 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          13 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          16 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          17 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          22. Elidi • At Sea & Land • 20 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          23. Luna • Wilmington • 20 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          24. Elidi • Wilmington • 21 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          25. Luna • North Carolina • 21 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          26. Elidi • North Carolina • 21 June 1802
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21 June 2019
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          EPILOGUE
                        
                            
                        
                            
                                	
                                     Luna • North Carolina • 21 June 1752 
                                

                            
                            
                        
                            

                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Acknowledgments
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                        	
                        . Chapter   
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          About Author
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    


Dedication


This book is about sisters, 
so this one is for mine.
Elish Brown Mohammed, soul sister…
Sunniva Hjelmervik Thompson, heart sister…
Becca McPherson, true blood sister…
May we always find each other, if one of us is lost.






PROLOGUE 

Luna • Glastonbury • 18 September 2012


Melissa had serious reservations about us going to the first ever Glastonbury Festival, but since she’d been there herself in 1970, there wasn’t really anything she could say. 
“I just have a bad feeling about this,” she said. “Really, girls, I’m not sure you should go.”
The wind whipped her grey hair around her face and she frowned, struggling to navigate the uneven ground as the long strands obscured her vision. 
“It’s Glastonbury,“ Elidi said, puffing beside me as we ascended the hill. “It’s, like, the original home of hippies and peace, man.” She laughed, holding her fingers up in a peace sign. 
I grinned. “And it’s our birthday weekend,“ I added. 
“And it’s probably twenty times safer than going to Glasto today,“ Elidi said. “I mean, there were only a couple of thousand people there in 1970.”
“Including you,” I said, throwing a winning smile over my shoulder at Melissa.
“Anyway, we’re almost twenty-five,” Elidi reminded her, a little sternly. “Big enough and ugly enough to take care of ourselves.”
We stopped just before we reached the summit, where the throbbing of the Gateway thrummed through our blood. 
Melissa rolled her shoulders, looking more and more uncomfortable. “I know all of that – I know!” she said, putting an arm around each of us. “I just have a bad feeling about the whole thing. Something’s niggling at me... And I don’t care how old you are. I’ll never stop worrying about you two.”
“We wouldn’t want you to,” I assured her, kissing her cheek. “But remember, I’ll know if anything happens to El in the Vortex. I can sense it!” I wiggled my fingers at her.
“It’s not just the Vortex,” Melissa said, biting her lip in concern. “It’s the whole trip…”
I smiled at her affectionately. “Really, it’s probably the safest place we could time-travel to. Glastonbury, hippies, our birthday – what could possibly go wrong?”
“Don’t forget, Sam will be there,” Elidi said, as though that settled everything. “He’ll take care of us.”
Melissa’s shoulders relaxed and she finally smiled, though a faint frown line remained between her brows. “I’d like to think I’ve taught you not to need a man to take care of you,“ she said, and gave me a wink. “But I will admit knowing Sam will be there reassures me. Is he meeting you there? Or here?” She looked around her, as though expecting Sam’s broad form to burst out of thin air – which, to be fair, was exactly what Sam would do, given the chance.
“There,” Elidi said, her face glowing as it only ever did at the mention of her true love. “And about time. He’s been away for ages—he didn’t even tell me when he went to, this time. Just called to tell us where to meet him tomorrow.“ Her eyes creased in pleasure. “He has a birthday surprise.”
“Of course he does,” Melissa said, smiling at her. “Well then, girlies...oh, would you look at that!”
We looked. Our foster mother was often distracted halfway through a sentence, especially by the beauty of the natural world, and nobody could fail to be distracted by it up here. Glastonbury Tor, a beacon in the surrounding landscape since forever, overlooked a vast flat area known as the Somerset Levels – a patchwork quilt of undulating greens and swaying grass. As the sun rose gently in the east, the fields were lit up in ambers and golds, long shadows dimpling. Clear birdsong trilled in the air and I smelled the earth beginning to awaken. It was as beautiful as it gets.
Elidi soaked it up for a whole five seconds, which is nothing short of a record.
“It’s gorgeous,” she said. “Let’s see what it looks like forty-two years ago.”
I laughed. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”
We left Melissa waving from the steps, and walked the last section of the climb alone, to where the ancient tower marked the location of a Gateway that would transport us to any point in time that we chose. Invisible to the majority, we few who had the ability to time-travel could feel it vibrating through the air on what Elidi called a ‘sub-cellular level’ (she’s a scientist, so I leave that kind of articulation to her). For me, it felt like my bones were buzzing, a mixture of excitement and nerves rushing through my system. Elidi and I looked at each other, each recognising the sensation felt by the other. With a deep breath, I focussed hard on the year of our destination and took my twin’s hand, and we stepped forward, leaving 2012 behind us and entering the chaos of the Vortex – the ‘tunnel’ between Gateways that separates times.
It’s indescribable, really, but if you can imagine your heart, soul and body being separated and jumbled up within a whirling storm of sensation and discombobulation, you might have a sliver of a hint of an idea of what it’s like to travel through the Vortex. And when you emerge, flailing and disorientated, you’re spat out of the pandemonium, tumbled like a marble so far from the Gateway on the other side that you can barely sense it any more. 
Honestly, no-one in their right mind would choose to do this on purpose.
However, if you’re not quite in your right mind, there’s a lot of fun to be had.
Elidi looked at me, squeezed my hand tightly, and together we stepped through, back to 1970.




18 September 1970


I found myself lying in long grass, just a nose-length away from a bright grasshopper. My heart still hammered and I rolled onto my back as the grasshopper leapt away, taking comfort from the sunrise sky arching everlasting over us. This was the worst part about time-travel—the hangover—and it never got any easier. I lay still, breathing the dawn air and listening to the birdsong, and waited for my being to recompose itself.  
Once we’d gathered our disparate parts back together, a short distance from the spot where we’d left Melissa forty-two years in the future and a few moments ago, we stood still, hearts returning to steadiness as once again we watched the sun rise into the dawn of Friday 18th September, now in 1970. It looked pretty much the same at first glance. The fields lay quiet, though there was movement on the farms as livestock meandered gently across the flatlands, sending shadows rippling across the velvet green in front of them. 
“It’s so peaceful,” I said, breathing it in. 
Elidi took a huge lungful of sweet air and let out a whoop filled with excitement. Energy buzzed from her as though the Vortex had charged her up.
“Come on!” she cried. “I’ll meet you at the bottom!”
And she was off, bell bottoms flapping and hair streaming behind her as she careened down the hill ahead of me. 
I followed more sedately. I had no intention of tripping and ruining my dress before we’d even got to the festival site, not least because neither of us had brought anything else to wear. It’s not hard to get vintage sixties clothes but since we were only here for the weekend, I hadn’t seen the point in buying loads – even though the style suited me more than any skinny jeans I’d ever worn.
“You’re such a hippy, you should move to the seventies permanently,” El and Sam had teased when we’d first talked about coming here for our birthday weekend. I’d laughed them off in the moment, but now, stepping through fresh sunlight, my flowery dress floating around me, I felt so utterly at peace that a part of me wondered if they might not have been onto something. 
“Right, hitching,” Elidi said, grabbing my hand as I drew closer and pulling me impatiently towards the road. “Glasto, here we come!”
[image: image-placeholder]It didn’t take long to get to Worthy Farm, and nobody was surprised to see two young women hitch-hiking along the country lanes. We got a lift with a lost young couple, Shirl and Reggie, who’d got up at 2am to drive down from London in their sky-blue VW camper van especially for the Pilton Pop, Folk & Blues festival, and I delighted in directing them to the farm site, feeling like a proper seventies native. Elidi was gazing out of the window, rapt, her hands flying as she talked with our new companions. I was checking out Shirl in the passenger seat, who was busy applying eyeliner with a tiny mirror, incredibly stable given the bumpiness of the road. We rolled through the farm gates, handing over £1 each in old money that Melissa had given us as a birthday gift, and got out of the car to absorb the sight of the actual, real-life, first ever Glastonbury Festival. 
“I give you…Pilton Pop Festival!” a man whooped alongside his friend.
“If only they knew what it will become,” I said.
“Smells like the seventies,” Elidi muttered to me with a smirk.
“They’ve probably been up all night, getting here,” I said, although I stepped discreetly away – the patchouli would have been overpowering enough without the added bonus of intense body odour. “Where are we meeting Sam?”
A cloud crossed Elidi’s face. “I’m not sure. He just said he’d meet us here.” She looked around the field, which was slowly filling with long-haired men and women yawning in the morning sun. Flower power was in full swing; everyone seemed to be wearing brightly-coloured shirts with daises in their hair. 
“It’s only Friday,” I said reassuringly. “It doesn’t start ’til tomorrow, anyway. Come on, let’s hang out with those guys.” I indicated Shirl and Reggie, who were setting up their mini-campsite nearby. “Sam’ll turn up when he’s ready.”
[image: image-placeholder]We camped overnight by the fire, tucked into old sleeping bags as we gazed at the stars. Shirl and Reggie lay in their van with the doors open, smoking and murmuring to one another, and others had joined our little party and rolled themselves up in blankets on the other side of the fire. I tasted ash and burnt sausages at the back of my mouth, and the smoke swirling from the joint Reggie held. Elidi reached out for my hand and I squeezed it and smiled. 
“Did you know,” she said, looking up at the cosmos in all its glittering glory, “that if you hold your hand out…” she held our linked hands up towards the sky, “… a hundred photons of light will collide with each square centimetre of skin. And those particles of light have been travelling unimpeded for 13.4 billion years. They haven’t touched another thing all that time. You don’t feel a thing, but you’re bathing in your own unique light straight from the Big Bang.”
I twisted our lit hands around, marvelling. 
“Far out, man,” a guy across the fire breathed, and the girl beside him nodded seriously, holding out her own hand and studying it, as though hoping to see what Elidi had described. 
“How do you know that?” she asked.
“I’m a theoretical physicist,” Elidi said, “who dabbles with cosmology on the side.” I smiled at the pride in her voice. 
“Woah,” the girl breathed. “That sounds a lot better than typist.”
“The world needs typists too,” I said. 
“Tell us something else,” Shirl called from the cave of the van. Elidi let go of my hand and rolled onto her back, resting her head on her arms, thinking, as the flames crackled quietly between us all. 
“Ok,” she said finally. “Those particles of light I’m talking about? We can study them. And imprinted in them – in the properties of the radiation within them – we can read information about the contents of our universe. So, we know that 5% of the universe consists of what we call ‘ordinary’ matter – all the things we can see and touch – 25% consists of dark matter and 70% is dark energy. And we know all of this because of the patterns established in that radiation.” 
It felt as though everyone was holding their breath, processing what Elidi said as they stared at the stars.
“Dark energy?” Reggie breathed in wonder.
“All the answers are out there, Reg,” Shirl said, her voice floating out with the smoke from her joint. “We just have to figure out how to decipher them.”
I rolled onto my side and muttered to Elidi, “How much of what you just said is common knowledge now?”
She shrugged, grinning. “Pretty much none of it? But who’s going to check?”




19 September 1970


I awoke on Saturday morning damp beneath a layer of fog. “These old sleeping bags are rubbish,” I grumbled to my sister, sitting up and seeing that she wasn’t there. The fire had gone out and one of the lads was crouching over it, trying to coax it back into life.  
“Happy birthday Luna!” Elidi cried from beside Reggie’s tiny gas stove.
“Tea, birthday girl?” Shirl grinned, looking at me.
“I think you’re an angel,” I told her seriously, and she laughed. “Happy birthday, El!”
My sister smiled widely, the light of triumph in her eyes, though whether because we’d successfully engineered our birthday celebrations or because she’d mastered the gas stove, I couldn’t tell.
The sun filtered through the mist as the morning wore on, burning it off by noon, and we laid our sleeping bags across the top of the van to dry out. Mid-morning, the September sun watching from high in the cerulean sky, records started to play and excitement bubbled through me. People were arriving in a steady, colourful stream, shedding their clothes beneath the hot sun, gathering like old friends, and Elidi and I revelled in it, dancing with strangers. A man came up to us, doing the usual double take at our identical faces.
“We’re doing a collection,” he said, his Brummy accent making the words deliciously round. “There’s some birds out there with no tickets.” He gestured towards the entrance with one flowing sleeve. 
Elidi laughed. “Only birds?” she asked, dimpling at him. He gave her a charmingly toothy smile. 
“Sure, there’s some fellas there too, but we’d rather let the birds in,” he said, winking at her. “Did you not hear the announcement on the PA? Drove all the way from London, thought it was free.”
“Here,” I said, getting my purse out and trying to look as though I knew what the coins were. Melissa had given us a rundown of which coins were which, but it was one thing looking at them in 2012; quite another staring at them under the afternoon sun of 1970 under the gaze of a local. Elidi took matters out of my hands, dipping her hands into the purse and dropping some cash into the man’s outstretched palm.
“There you go,” she said, “but make sure you let the boys in too.”
“Not promising anything,” he said, but his friend smiled as he turned away and lifted his hand in a half-salute.
[image: image-placeholder]I don’t know when the live music started, but by evening I was in amongst the throng, a band named Quintessence playing on the stage, the air cooling as the sun dropped and the September scents of wood smoke and marijuana drifting across the shifting shapes of the dancers. A small gust of wind blew my hair from my face, carrying with it a familiar scent that brought Melissa – and her ominous vibe – back to me. Ice shivered up my spine as I wondered what she had been afraid of and I looked around for the source of the smell, but the crowd cheered and with another light breeze the scent and the moment slid away. Elidi appeared beside me with a disgusted look on her face, having gone to relieve herself. 
“The toilets aren’t any nicer now than they will be,” she told me.
“Maybe it’s time to embrace the wild wee,” I mused. 
“Did you see the dog?” Shirl shouted, waving her way towards us. “There’s a guard dog, it’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s cuddling a little girl.”
“Ok,” El laughed. Shirl had been smoking for many hours. She smiled serenely and danced gently away, and Elidi grinned, though her eyes still scanned the crowds. I stopped dancing and linked my arm through hers, and then, as though by the force of her will, Sam appeared behind us, wrapping his arms around our shoulders.
“Birthday girls!” he cried, his voice a booming laugh of delight. He kissed my cheek affectionately before throwing both arms around Elidi and giving her the mother of all snogs. I’m pretty sure my sister’s glow could’ve lit up the stage.
“You’re here!” she said breathlessly as he released her. 
“Of course!” he said, hands on her hips, swaying to the music. “You’re looking amazing – both of you,” he added. 
I grinned. “Not too shabby yourself, Mr Winterson,” I said. 
He flapped a hand modestly but nodded, his glee shining. “It’s my dad’s,” he said, indicating his outfit. He wore a pair of pale blue trousers, slightly flared at the ankles and tight as you like around his narrow hips, into which was tucked a furiously flowery shirt, open halfway down his chest despite the chilly night air. His hair, thick and brown, waved almost to the tops of his broad shoulders, and his dark eyes twinkled in the lights from the stage.
“Your dad was a pretty cool dude,” I said, admiringly.
“Still is,” El said, and Sam laughed. 
“Yup,” he agreed, raising his voice as a new band started up. “You want your birthday presents?”
Momentarily distracted by the band (“Duster Bennett!” I yelled. “I listened to these guys on YouTube!”), I turned back to see Sam handing my sister a small package. 
“Here’s yours,” he said, surprising me. I took a similar-sized parcel from his outstretched hand and opened it curiously, ducking out of the way of a threesome of wildly dancing women. The atmosphere of the festival had transformed to another level, something resembling the joy and awe of the Glastonbury Festivals I had been to before, in my own timeline, and my heart filled with awe that I was witnessing the birth of it, that purity of expression and joy in music that still fuelled people over forty years later. I opened the present, my heart twinkling in my chest, and felt my throat constrict with tears. 
Sam had given me a necklace, a narrow glittering chain – gold or silver I couldn’t tell – with a delicate pendant hanging from it – a crystal in the beak of a tiny dove, small and simple. It was in Sam’s nature to treat us. He was expansive and generous, as open and welcoming as his close-knit family, always including us both for meals and celebrations, day trips and barbecues, parties just for the sake of it. But this…this tiny gift meant more to me than any of his grandest gestures. The dove was my favourite bird, and he and Elidi both teased me mercilessly for my love of crystals, but it was more than that. I had told them once on a drunken night – regretting it almost immediately – that I’d dreamed of my mother as a dove, speaking words as precious as pure crystal light. Sam had seen this pendant and known that it would speak to me completely. Tears filled my eyes and I touched his arm, unable to speak. He caught my eye and smiled just as Elidi squealed with delight.
“Sam! I love it!”
She was examining a ring, holding it close to her face. Even in the dim light, I could tell that there was something unusual about it, and my heart gave a quiver that echoed Melissa’s foreboding the day before.
“Let’s see,” I said, moving closer. 
She held it out towards me, and I put my head close to hers to study the thing. 
It was obviously old – probably an antique brought straight from its own time, knowing Sam – and clearly gold; it gleamed as she moved it to and fro. Across its surface were faint, tiny symbols, which Elidi stroked gently with the tip of her finger.
“Do you know what they are?” I asked, twisting her hand to better make them out.
She nodded, overcome. “They’re astronomical symbols,” she whispered, her voice almost lost beneath the music. “They’re all…” 
She stopped speaking, and I gasped as the ring seemed to come apart between her fingers. 
Sam was nodding, emanating pride in his present. “It’s an astronomical sphere ring,” he told us. “It’ll keep you safe when you jump time. Don’t ask me how it works because I don’t know, but trust me. It’s a thing. Look.”
He took it from Elidi and held it up to the light, and I could see that what had looked like one ring was in fact several, hinged so that they could expand outwards to make the shape of a sphere, a delicate orb of slender bands, each with those faint etched runes. 
El took it back from him and closed it, slipping it straight onto her finger and covering the hand with the other, holding it close to her heart. 
“I love it,” she said, and reached up to kiss him. I stepped away from their embrace, swaying to the music, feeling oddly detached as the familiar opening notes of Bright Lights, Big City began to play. The ring was beautiful; Elidi was in love, and Sam was her ideal partner; we were at the very first Glastonbury Festival in 1970, on our birthday weekend; the sky was thick with stars and the air around us filled with the sounds of laughter and cheerful whooping and clapping. 
Why on earth did Melissa’s words come back to me now, with that strange stuttering of my heart?
I took my necklace out of its gauzy pouch and fastened the clasp around my neck, putting my finger on the tiny dove, finding some comfort there. 
“It’s fine,” I told myself aloud, and the girl next to me swung an arm around my shoulder.
“Everything’s fine,” she said, pupils huge in her starlit face. “Better than fine. Dig it, man; it’s groovy.”
She was so sincere that I laughed despite myself and let the music wash over me.
[image: image-placeholder]After the one-minute silence for Jimi Hendrix, who had died the day before, the music started up again. (“T-Rex!” I shouted joyfully. “He has a velvet car!”) Elidi wandered away to find a bush (”I’m not going back to those toilets!”) and Sam and I stood together, watching the crowds. I opened my mouth to ask him what the story was with El’s ring when the sound of a motorcycle engine ripped through the night.  
“What the hell?” Sam muttered, as the bike roared towards the stage and then stopped. The engine and headlights were extinguished straightaway and the crowd, who had been holding their collective breath, sighed with relief and continued their dancing as two bikers jumped off the bike and peered around. 
“Shite,” Sam said.
I looked at Sam, perplexed. “Do you know them?” I asked uncertainly. 
It was clear that he did. His face was straight and still, intent on the two men who prowled just metres away. My stomach turned as they questioned a skinny young girl, who looked straight towards us, the men following her gaze as though magnetised. Sam stepped in front of me and although my twenty-first century feminist-self tried to be outraged, my inner Palaeolithic woman was only too pleased to be thus protected.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” Sam called. His voice was as cool and cheerful as ever, but I could hear a vein of caution running beneath it and my heart sped up.
“Nice to see you too, Mr Winterson,” the larger of the two said. “Knew we were coming, did you? I’m Darryl,” he added, with a polite nod of the head towards me, “and this here is my friend, Bircher. Now. Where’s the ring?”
I tried not to look at Sam, but my stomach flipped. They could only mean the ring that Sam had just given Elidi… 
“Karen said you was supposed to hand it straight to her,” Bircher said, when Sam didn’t reply. “She said you knew she needed it.” He wore no helmet and his hair was short and neat, looking strange amongst the free-flowing locks of the hippies surrounding him. Darryl, equally groomed with a shapely moustache, waved off the skinny girl who had clearly directed them to us; she gave me a frightened look and vanished back into the crowd. 
“I told you I was coming to the festival,” Sam said, holding his hands out placatingly. “I’m just meeting my girlfriend. I’ll be back up after the weekend. I’ll bring it then.”
“I think you need to hand it over now,” the moustachioed Darryl said. His voice was gravelly. He spoke with a London accent and something about his tone made me want to step even further away. I prayed Elidi wouldn’t hurry back. Not only was she likely to exacerbate the situation by asking awkward questions, she would flare up defensively at the first hint of Sam being in danger.
“I think you’d better meet us at the church,” Bircher said, tossing his bike keys from one hand to the other. “That’s where you came through, isn’t it?”
“The church?” I murmured. “What church?” 
Sam nodded imperceptibly. “St Peter’s,” he breathed. “North Wootton. Loads of Ley lines round here.”
He was referring to the lines of energy that run across the globe, their intersections indicating where the portals might be through which we could jump through time. I nodded, slightly relieved. At least if there was actually a Gateway near here, we would be able to escape to our own timeline. Something about these men told me they could not time-travel like us.
“No,” Sam was saying firmly. “I told you: I’ll meet you on Monday, like we arranged.”
They were close enough now that I could smell strong aftershave and petrol, offensive against the gentle smoke and farmland scents of the festival around me. Bircher chucked his keys at Darryl, who turned back to the bike, wheeling it slowly in our direction.
“The church,” Bircher repeated. “After all, you came here to see your girlfriend, didn’t you?”
Sam glanced at me, and I saw a flicker of fear around his mouth. My heart stilled as I tried to reach out to Elidi through the ether. Come on, I thought desperately, summoning my sister-sense, my twin-sense, the connection we had felt since we were babies. El, where are you?
“She’ll be waiting for you there,” Darryl smirked, a look of triumph clear above the shining handlebars. “I’ll give you a lift, if you want. Your old pal Neil’s with her. Bit younger than the Neil you’re used to. Karen says he mellowed with age.” He started the engine and turned the bike away again, looking back tauntingly over his shoulder. Sam’s face confirmed that whoever Neil was, he was nothing like a friend.
“Shit,” Sam said, and a jolt of panic ran from him to me. “Luna, I—“
“Go,” I said, pushing him away. “I’ll meet you there, just go!”
He went, running across the darkened field as fleet as a hare, after the bike. Before I could catch my breath, Bircher had gripped my upper arm and was propelling me in the opposite direction, away from the revelling strangers. I caught the eyes of a woman standing still as stone, staring wide-eyed right at me.
“Melissa!” I screamed, but the man hurried me on. She was too far away to hear me now, but it was unmistakably the younger version of my foster-mother, frozen in the moonlight. I tried to pull myself free but he twisted my arm until I cried out in pain. “Melissa!” 
It was no good. A group of people had moved between us, joking and calling, and Bircher had dragged me out of sight before they passed, leaving me with the heart-aching sense that the one person who could help me – little matter that she was barely the same age as me, now – had gone.
“No point struggling,” Bircher said nastily. “You’re in my time now; you haven’t got any of your new-fangled technology here to help you.”
I would have laughed at how wrong he was had I not been so scared. I would have been as helpless at home as I was here; nothing in my own time could have prepared me for this. Not for the first time, I wished I had taken part in the self-defence courses my sister had crowed about when we’d been at uni. It didn’t take much for him to tow me along, the music fading and my own panting breath getting louder, to a Mini Cooper covered in mud and scratches. 
“I assume you’re going to get in quietly,” Bircher said, releasing my arm. “Because if you don’t, I won’t be able to take you to your sister, and your arrival is the only thing what’ll stop them throwing her and her scheming shit of a boyfriend into the maelstrom.” He laughed unpleasantly at my expression. “Isn’t that what your kind call it? Stan’s sister can do it – Karen Stannington, you know her?” 
I shook my head. The name Stannington rang a bell but I couldn’t think why, and I certainly didn’t know anyone at all in this time, other than Melissa.
“I don’t envy her,” he continued. Looking at the squint of his eyes, I wondered if actually he did envy this Karen, whoever she was. From the outside, it probably seems easier than it actually is to jump through the portals of time. Bircher leaned towards me, until I could smell the rankness of his breath. “She says it’s like having your guts ripped apart – and that’s when you do it on purpose,” he said.
This was so close to the truth that I winced.
“And Karen said,” the man continued, “that if someone else knocks you out and throws you in one of those things, there’s no telling where you’ll end up. Could be fun for you all to try and find each other again, don’t you think?”
My muscles were starting to shiver, fear making my fingers freeze. He was right. In theory, it should be easy for a traveller to just turn around and jump straight back through the Gateway and go home, but in practice it’s not that simple. For one thing, the effect it has on the body and mind is overwhelming. The thought of going through it and then immediately going through it again – well, it’s unthinkable. I’m not sure anyone could survive. And for another thing, if you didn’t know where and when you were when you emerged, goodness only knows what might happen to you before you recovered enough to make the journey home. It wasn’t as if you could just call someone up if you landed in the Middle Ages. All of that was quite enough to contend with, before having to start off unconscious. If you couldn’t focus on what year you wanted to visit, there was no telling when you might end up. Which made the whole thing a dangerous and potentially traumatic gamble.
I had no idea what to say, but apparently Bircher didn’t need an answer. He opened the door, pulled the passenger seat forward and shoved me into the back. 
“By the time we get there, Winterson should’ve done what he was told and handed Karen’s ring back, and you’ll all be able to get back to your little pop festival,“ he said, sliding into the driver’s seat and sounding weirdly conversational. “After all, we don’t really want you two ladies involved. Unless, of course, you’re as guilty of theft as he is?”
The threat in his words carried above the sound of the engine and I swallowed, shaking my head. What on earth had Sam done?
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“Get me to my sister,” I said, gritting my teeth, but I needn’t have spoken; Elidi screamed from somewhere nearby and I launched myself in the direction of her voice. Before I had taken three steps, however, I was trapped by the iron grip of my kidnapper, who squeezed me until I could barely breathe, lifting me off my feet and carrying me easily towards the dark shape of the church itself. I stopped struggling, every one of my senses straining to work out what was going on. It was getting harder to think. The buzzing of the Vortex through the Gateway interfered with my thoughts. 
“Stop,” I muttered, but he didn’t hear me. He was entirely unaffected by the cellular vibration that wracked my body. 
“He says he can’t hand it over!” 
The bellowing voice carried, distorted, through the air. I thought I could see the sound waves travelling, bright undulations of light in a dim void.
“Elidi,” I said, but could feel myself disintegrating. I saw the church building. Elidi’s frantic form lit up by a security light, held back by a burly man I hadn’t seen before – Neil, I presumed. 
“I bet he’ll find he can hand it over when he sees this,“ Bircher shouted, sounding almost gleeful. “Maelstrom it is for you, girl,” he snarled in my ear.
It was taking all my effort to stay in the here-and-now. Bircher had let go of me but it made no difference; I could no more have run away than fly. 
“Sam!” Elidi screamed, her voice a dash of colour. I saw Sam come firing through the night, shaking off his pursuer, furious energy sprinting towards her. She was shaking her head at him desperately. 
“No!” Elidi shrieked. “Get Luna!”
I felt a tremendous thump on the side of my head and knew my body had collapsed into darkness. Only the strangest, faintest senses remained as Bircher picked up my unresisting form. The world dissolved as the man carried me right into the centre of the Vortex, invisible to him and his companions. I heard him say, “Shit! It’s real!” as his arms sprang away from me and then the world vanished painfully from sight and I knew nothing more. 
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It was unseasonably cold for the beginning of May, but I was sweating when I re-entered the house after my run, to hear the last few rings of my phone from where I’d flung it on the bed before I left. 
Glancing at it as I passed, I saw several missed calls from my sister, Bill, and Lucas, among others. Nothing new there. I sighed and pulled my top over my head, dropping it into the basket and stepping gratefully into the shower. 
Emerging twenty minutes later, I pushed open the lid of the laptop and waited for the emails to load, tilting my head to one side and drying my hair with the towel. The phone vibrated again and I reached out and flicked it over, not bothering to look. It was after hours, therefore not likely to be a response to my query about the grant proposal I’d been applying for for months, and that was the only contact I was interested in. I sank into the desk seat and folded the towel absently on my knee. There was a lot riding on the outcome of any research that I could do concerning time travel, not least perhaps finding out why it was so very uncomfortable to go through the Vortex, and if there was anything that could be done to alleviate it.
No emails—at least, nothing interesting or useful—and I closed the laptop again and leaned back, chucking the folded towel on top of the phone. The window was open and the breeze chilled my damp skin. It had been May when we’d first gone through, and something about the smell of the air brought it back every year—that, and the constant urge to pin down why exactly it was that we two could jump through time, and so many others could not.
When Lu and I were fourteen, we went camping on Dartmoor. Dartmoor is a vast, wild, rugged place of beauty and danger in the heart of England’s deepest West Country; every rocky crevice is full of legends and shadows and mystery – the perfect setting for two imaginative teenage girls to roam. This was in 2002, so while mobile phones were around, they weren’t the kind of thing that everyone had, and we were no exception. Besides, as Uncle Augustus pointed out, we were supposed to be training for our Duke of Edinburgh Bronze Award, which entailed hiking and camping and orienteering and, most importantly, being self-sufficient. “Which means,” Uncle Bernard added, “even if you had a mobile phone, you wouldn’t be allowed to use it.”
So there we were, trekking up the hillside in sublime May weather with not a care in the world, when, for no reason we could later explain, we drifted off-route towards Spinster’s Rock. We’ve argued the toss many times over the years since, but the best we can come up with is that we were – are – magnetically, genetically, drawn to explore those places on the planet where the ley lines cross, where – for some reason that I am working hard to discover – the wormholes connecting all of time are accessible to those very few people who have evolved to access them.
I can’t remember stepping through the Gateway that first time, but I’ll never forget the utter terror of falling into the Vortex. In that ancient elemental power, we were as inconsequential as an atom. It was almost twenty years ago now, but even though I’ve time-travelled countless times since then, that first gut-ripping fear is as fresh as yesterday. Perversely, I think that’s why I keep going back. To have experienced being so out of control, I want to conquer it, somehow, to prove that I can navigate even the most obscure physics, as though there’s a formula there that I will master if I just keep trying. 
We ended up in 1850, that first time on Dartmoor, presumably because that’s where two strangers named Bill and Melissa had been heading – and thank god they were there. They leapt in after us as we began to disintegrate, Bill grabbing my shoulders so hard I ached for days, Melissa wrapping herself around Luna, all of us tumbling and whirling and torn apart until we were reassembled and ejected, bruised and battered at the bottom of the hill. Then they dragged us back up the hill as soon as we could stand, and made us go back through the Gateway again, looking fearfully over their shoulders at the sketching party who were already making their curious way towards us, four strangers who had appeared out of thin air. 
Luna believes it was fate at work on all of us. We lived not far from Bill and Melissa’s little cottage, though we’d never met them before; after that horrific experience we naturally grew closer. Orphans since the age of four, Luna and I had a surprising abundance of parental figures: we lived with two uncles, and frequently visited the three great-aunts who had raised our mother, as they lived only an hour away on the southern coast. But Bill and Melissa provided something different. Where the uncles were staid and scholarly, and the aunts as ethereal and elemental as it was possible to be, Bill and Melissa gave us the middle ground – safe acceptance and understanding of our gift of time travel, and a practical and comforting consideration of how we could apply it to our lives. For them, time travel was normal, and they made it normal for us.
“We were meant to find each other,” Melissa says even now, Bill nodding quietly in the background. 
“Fate,” Luna adds, and as much as it goes against the scientist in me, I can’t help but think she’s right.
After rescuing us, Bill came up with the idea of rescuing other travellers, and over time we got caught up in his rescue missions, too. Mostly we were called by a friend-of-a-friend who’d panicked that their time-travelling buddy had wandered off-course, although Bill also put obscure ads in the yellow pages and in the back of bohemian spiritual magazines, and cards with Melissa’s phone number were pinned up in health food shops and crystal stores. The two of them had argued for years over whether setting up a website to anonymously advertise our services was a good idea. 
“They can sign in and out!” Melissa would cry, waving her arms around in enthusiasm. “On a form! And then if they don’t sign back in again, one of us can go out to retrieve them!”
“Too risky!” Bill would say. “And who’s going to find the blasted thing anyway? A web page, just stuck up there? You can’t trust a damn thing on the internet.”
As yet, we’d never got any further than these heated discussions. As much as I love the internet, on this I agreed with Bill. Melissa might rave about how useful a website could be, but she’d forgotten a couple of simple things. For starters, it would only work for intentional travellers, who are really the ones least likely to need our services. The likelihood of a traveller not only finding a website but also signing in and out of it was infinitesimally small because, well, life. And travellers in general are a secretive bunch – they’re not likely to tell all and sundry that they’re planning an out-of-time trip, so the amount of people left looking for them in anything like the right place is, again, incredibly low.
Recently, I was becoming increasingly unenthusiastic about the whole retrieval thing. It’s not that it wasn’t a good idea – we’d rescued loads of people over the years, spending a day here or a week there trekking around various decades trying to locate the wanderers, and they were always very grateful – but as Bill and Melissa had aged, the burden of the travelling had naturally fallen to me and Luna. And since what happened at Glastonbury, Luna had opted out of travelling altogether, which was understandable given the horrific nature of that final trip she’d been forced to take. But it did leave me as the sole retriever. Which I didn’t mind per se… ok, I did mind. It’s not so much fun, travelling on your own. And not just that. God knows why we were able to time travel (if there even was a god. I thought time travel disproved it; Luna thought the opposite) but I was determined to find out more. My own research work had taken off, and although my bosses were more than understanding, I found myself less and less available both mentally and practically to go dashing off on inter-decade adventures. 
My hair had dried on its own and the breeze was now actively cold. I got up and shut the window, noting the postman strolling along the street below. Behind me, the phone pinged again, its noise and vibration muffled beneath the towel. My new research project would be starting in a matter of weeks and I would be able to study the conundrum of time travel to my heart’s content, without ever having to leave so much as a time zone. I pushed down the restless dissatisfaction and decided to call Delaney, my nice, normal, non-time-travelling boyfriend. Because retrieval service or not, I didn’t need to time travel to have a fun time.
“And just for the record,” I told my reflection firmly, as I applied my eyeliner in the bathroom mirror, “this has nothing to do with Sam.”
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“If you wanted to get rid of someone,” I said casually to my sister over FaceTime one summery Sunday night, “that’d be the perfect way to do it.” 
“What, by text message?” she said, and laughed.
We were watching Love Island, where two contestants were bitching about a third by text, unaware that it was about to go public.
“No, idiot,” I said. “Time travel. Don’t you think?”
Luna picked up her phone and eyeballed me at close range. “Elidi Ives,” she said, “who exactly are you planning on killing off?”
I grinned at her. “Get a pen; I’ll write you a list,” I said. “It’s just a theory. If you wanted to get rid of another time-traveller, I mean.”
“Don’t go getting rid of anyone,” she said, laughing. “Someone would only call you to go and rescue them again.” The smile dropped quickly off her face, though, and she twisted her mouth as she looked at me. “Obviously, it’s the perfect way to do it,” she said. Her voice was small. “I think I’d know.”
I felt a chill in my stomach and kicked myself. What a stupid thing to say. Of course you could get rid of a time-traveller by dropping them in time; we knew firsthand.
“Sorry, Lu, I wasn’t thinking,” I said, watching her face anxiously. She said nothing for a moment, her eyes on her screen, and then she cocked her head to one side.
“You know what, she’s definitely had them done. They can’t be natural.”
I sighed, relieved that she’d moved on. “What are you doing?”
She was scrabbling down the front of her violently flowery dress. “I dropped a crumb.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I advised, picking up a smoked almond from the dish in front of me. “You’d never notice among all that foliage.”
She gave me a mildly dirty look, but left the unseen crumb where it was and picked up her plate again. “Better this than wearing nothing but black all the time.”
“What flavour cake is it tonight? Is that lemon?” I could taste the citrus tang on my tongue. “Oh my god, Lucie’s kissing him now. Unbelievable.”
“Yeah, it’s lemon drizzle. I could marry the baker and be happy.”
“If the baker was a bakeress,“ I corrected her. “Your Hannah’s a good baker, isn’t she?”
Luna’s perfume, light and floral, drifted beneath my nose.
“Mhm,” said Luna, mouth crammed and eyes disdainful. “She’s an awesome baker. You’ll find out if you ever come down to meet her. It’s only been, I don’t know, months since we starting going out. You know what – Lucie’s like you in 1982, complete with the massive hairdo. Speaking of which, are you using new shampoo? Smells gorgeous.”
I nearly choked on my almond. “What?! I assume you’re referring to the one single time I kissed two boys in one night! That was in 2007! We were nineteen! You’re not allowed to compare me to Lucie for that!”
She laughed and laughed. 
“You’re fiddling with your ring,” she said, wiping a tear of mirth from her eye. “Are you thinking about him again?”
“Nope,” I said firmly. “And you can’t see my hands, so it’s not polite to comment.”
Luna and I had had a peculiar connection for as long as we could remember. When we were in tune with one another we could share senses – the taste of her cake, the smell of my shampoo – and even the feelings that made me fiddle with my ring or her twist the fabric of her clothes. One of my earliest memories as a four-year-old starting school was of intense surprise and confusion when I discovered that other people couldn’t share feelings and discern senses the way my sister and I could with each other. It didn’t sink in how strange it was until I saw the other children in their – to me – dim and limited worlds.
“Have you spoken to Melissa this week?” Luna asked. 
I shook my head. “Have you seen her?”
“Yeah, we had supper on Thursday. She was asking when you’re next coming down.”
“If she’s making her soup, I’ll come down,” I said, smiling. “When I can. Maybe I’ll get round to meeting Hannah. Has it really been months? It feels like you guys only just got together. Delaney and I are still brand new.”
“It’s also been months for you and Delaney,” Luna said. “I think you and I have very different ideas of what counts as ‘new’.”
“Anyway,” I said, moving swiftly on, “I will come down soon. It’s been ages.”
“Yes, it has,” she said darkly. “El, you know there’s something wrong with her, right? Melissa? I don’t know what, they won’t tell me, but…”
“What is it?”
“I just said I don’t know. I think…“ She fiddled with her dress, buying time until she could put into words what she clearly didn’t want to say. “I think she’s not well, El.”
“Not well in what way?” Nervousness made me impatient, and her quietness made me afraid.
“You know what they’re like – they won’t tell me. But there’ve been lots of hospital visits. I keep seeing them on the calendar, and those little consultant appointment cards are pinned all over the noticeboard. And the nurses have called round twice when I’ve been there. Bill took me out in the garden the first time, but the second time he caved and admitted she was ill. He wouldn’t go into detail, just told me it was nothing to worry about.”
All of a sudden, I didn’t want to know. I wanted to put a wall up between us, so that I didn’t have to feel the fear that I realised had been simmering in her all evening.
“She’s always asleep when I call, or she’s just woken up, but what made me really worry…” She swallowed, and tried again. “The herb garden… it’s so weedy.”
I saw it as she spoke: the raised beds Bill had built years ago, the bricks now worn and faded from the sun, the herbs lovingly planted and cared for. The thought of Melissa not tending to them stuck in my throat like a pebble and I forced it down, clenching my jaw to keep it there.
“Well,” I said, after a couple of breaths. “You know what they’re like. They don’t like to worry us unnecessarily, so that suggests that there actually isn’t anything to worry about, and that’s why they’re keeping it quiet. Perhaps it’s some ongoing but benign condition – you know, like a thyroid problem, or a low iron count. That would make her tired and not feel very well, but they might not tell us, in case we worried too much.”
I tried to believe myself, so that she would believe me, too. She usually saw straight through my bullshit, but tonight she wanted me to be right, wanted for things to stay the same just as much as I did.
“You’re probably right,” she said, breathing more easily and picking up her cup again. “I’m probably reading far too much into it.” 
We continued to watch Love Island in silence for a while: me wondering idly how long it had been since I’d last gone swimming as two of the contestants lowered themselves into the azure pool. Growing up in Devon with our uncles, the sea had been our pool, even in the most inhospitable British weather. A hundred years ago, it felt like. Since entering my thirties, the context of life had changed and the thought of running wild and free seemed totally out of reach. 
A movement on my phone screen caught my eye: Luna running her hand through her glossy locks.
“You realise you just put cake crumbs all over your head?” 
“Oh, adverts,” she said, shaking her hair to dislodge the crumbs. “Just going to put the kettle on.”
I reached for another almond as I waited for her to return, trying to imagine living in the West Country again and having nights like these in person instead of through a screen. Luna returned holding a steaming sunshine-yellow mug. 
“Melissa was asking how things are with the Florence Project plans,” she said. 
I shrugged. “Fine.”
“Still teaching?” she asked.
I nodded. “Gotta pay the bills,” I said, thinking of the messy staff room at the university, where I gave a twice-weekly extended physics class to their students – all of whom seemed to know more than me. Lucas had gifted me the position when he’d given it up the previous year, knowing that I needed the money. It was fair to say that teaching wasn’t in my skill set. I preferred the quiet of a research library, the civilised order of my lab. “I’ve barely been into the department all month. Lucas keeps ringing me. Not that I’ve answered.” I popped a hazelnut into my mouth and crunched. Lucas had left three voicemails, none of which I had yet listened to. 
“Standard,” Luna muttered. “Don’t you think he might actually want to tell you something important?”
“Nah, Lucas just wants the grant proposal and it’s not due until tomorrow. I’ll ring him then. Anyway,“ I changed the subject to avoid more questions, “I was thinking, when I was filling in the funding application forms – do you think it’s possible for people to be taken through the portal by a traveller, if they can’t time travel on their own?”
Luna leaned forward, raising her eyebrows in interest. “Is this to do with the new proposal or something different?” she asked. “Is this to do with you drawing up plans for getting cellular samples to study?”
It was true that I wanted to look at the differences in cell structure between people who could time travel and people who couldn’t, but Lucas had questions about how we were going to ethically obtain samples — how were we honestly going to tell people what we wanted their cells for? “No, it’s just something I’ve been thinking about. About the cellular samples, though — I’ve left the sample plans with Lucas for the minute, to run his eyes over.”
“Maybe that’s what he’s ringing you for?” Luna said, smirking at me. “If you answered the phone, you’d find out.”
I waved my hand to indicate frustration while I had my mouth full of Brazil nut. “Firstly,” I said, barely swallowing in my indignation, “I’ve only just sent him that plan! And secondly, between grant proposals, lab work and lesson plans, I’ve barely got a minute to think, never mind field calls day and night!”
She reacted to my outburst with barely a twitch of her lip, and ran her finger around her empty plate again. 
“So what made you start thinking about that?” she asked mildly, drifting off screen and returning with a cushion. “The taking-a-non-traveller-with-you thing.”
“Well,” I said, settling back into my seat and shaking off the irritation. “Obviously, I don’t yet know whether cellular differences exist between travellers and non-travellers, but if I theorise that they do, how does that affect the ability to travel with someone?”
She nodded, and I continued. 
“Let’s imagine that a traveller could take a non-traveller back with them, and they both get lost. How could we locate them?”
“You mean, how could we find out they’re missing in the first place?” Luna asked absently. Her eyes were fixed on her television screen, and I had the distinct impression that she had – as usual – switched off from the topic of time travel.
“Something to do with the Missing Persons Unit, maybe?” I frowned, thinking. It was the age-old question – how would I let people know I could help, when my ability to time travel had to stay hidden? Time travel was a bit like gonorrhoea. You only knew about it if you had it, and you weren’t going to advertise it. Did I want to advertise it – on my own terms, rather than the haphazard way Bill and Melissa managed it? Our services weren’t required very often – maybe once every few months or so – but since the only other people I knew who were capable of travelling were either too old, too reluctant, or too ‘ex’, it was down to me to take the hit. Maybe I didn’t want to advertise it, after all.
“I don’t know why you’re so bothered.” Luna screwed up her face in distaste at the activities on screen. “My god, look! How can they even think of doing that without a decent sports bra on.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Well, look at them!” She flung out a hand towards the unseen television at her end. “They’ve got a twenty-centimetre bounce in all directions!”
“I don’t mean that! I mean, what do you mean by why am I bothered?”
She looked back at me, both hands around her cup. “You always complain about having to go searching for people. Why are you trying to work out how to do it more?”
I shrugged. “I’m the only one who does it, aren’t I?” I said, a little acidly. “If there actually are more people out there who need help, maybe we should find a way of… well, finding them. That’s all.”
She raised her eyebrows but said nothing, only sipped her tea demurely.
“What?” I demanded.
“Nothing. Look, now those two are going at it. I can’t keep up with this, I thought she was coupled up with that Geordie boy?”
“Luna,” I said warningly. 
She glanced at me again, and I knew before she said it. I was rolling my eyes as the words came out of her mouth. 
“You’re missing Sam,” she said. 
“I am not missing Sam! I’m perfectly happy with Delaney!”
“Alright,” she said equably. “You’re missing having an adventure buddy, then.”
I took a in breath and let it out again, towards the television. Life looked a lot more simple there, even if you did have to live out your days in front of millions of people whilst bouncing on children’s toys in minuscule, unsupportive swimwear. I realised with a stab of irritation that my right hand was unconsciously twisting the gold ring around my left thumb again. I opened my mouth to reply to her, but she shook her head, raising both hands in acquiescence.
“Fine! Fine. I’ll believe you. Look, I’ve got to call Han. Text me tomorrow?”
I rolled my eyes, mouth still full of unspoken words, but nodded, watching the end-credits rise. 
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Two nights later, I turned off my phone at eight, closed my laptop quietly and deliberately, and took a glass of apple juice to the window to toast the memory of my late friend and mentor, Pietro Dinapoli. 
Lucas Handsel, my boss at the department, was hosting a small gathering for the first anniversary of Pietro’s death, but I had cried off, citing too much work. It wasn’t a lie – my screen had a dozen different tabs open and I was finding it hard to decide what to do next. But it wasn’t just that, though. As much as I loved Lucas – and as much as I loved Pietro – I couldn’t bear to be around all the people who had known him, laughed with him, studied under him and learned from him, all still living while Pietro’s fire and ambition were stone cold. I already knew what the evening would be like. There would be speeches about the scientific contributions he had made to the field of astrophysics, scattered with a few personal stories of the things he’d got up to – there’d be a lot to choose from, Pietro having been a flamboyant character with a colourful past – and then Lucas would want to talk about the Florence Project. And although my excitement for what I thought of as my own pet project was more exhilarating than anything I had experienced before, I still wasn’t ready to field the inevitable questions from people who didn’t understand the nature of theoretical physics. To be blunt, telling people repeatedly that time travel was currently impossible, whilst explaining that we were intending to study its theoretical possibilities, restrictions and implications, whilst simultaneously knowing that time travel was a real, observable and stomach-churning fact – wasn’t how I wanted to spend the anniversary of a good friend’s death.
I watched the quiet sky, early to dim above the pale, quickly-moving clouds. Whatever wind drove them couldn’t be felt down here; humidity stuck my hair behind my ears, and the ice in my glass had already almost melted. “You’re out there, somewhere, aren’t you,” I murmured. The drink was cool and sweet on my tongue, and a salty tear caught on the rim of the glass and slid round to my lips. I blinked, and tried to smile.
Pietro Dinapoli had joined our department several years before, with all the energy of a firework. A renowned physicist in his field, he brought to our small team a dynamic love for the cosmos – the stars and skies were romance and heaven to him, and he saw God in the magnificent beauty of the universe and all its mysterious perfection. Which was in itself the subject of many vigorous debates. Lucas was a staunch atheist, I (and most of the others) sat on the agnostic fence, and Pietro delighted in challenging every assumption ever made about dry, nullifidian scientists. 
When he’d been diagnosed with terminal cancer, he had immediately rewritten his will to divert some of his considerable wealth to the Florence Project, in the hopes that we would continue the legacy of his work  – “With style, my dears! With flair!” – and Lucas and I had attended, in tears, to witness his dramatic signature. Pietro had grasped my hand with characteristic warmth.
“It doesn’t matter,” he told me earnestly. “In a matter of weeks, I will have all the answers to every question I could ever have asked. God will reveal it all to me.”
He gazed at us with such belief and happiness that I couldn’t help but feel comforted for him. For us though, the blazing excitement for our project was tempered by the grief of his death. Now, waiting for the will to be honoured and the money to be transferred into the official project account, I felt myself to be hovering in that odd transitional period between one life and the next, and very much wished that Pietro was still here to talk it over with. The way he had mingled science and faith was exactly what I needed: a scientist who could truly understand both the moral dilemmas and the scientific curiosities I felt about travelling through time. It hurt as much now as it had a year ago that he was no longer here, with us, in the world. It hurt as much as it had two years ago, when his diagnosis had made the Florence Project possible, and my research life had been set on course to change forever.
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“So what exactly  is the Florence Project?“ Luna asked, having rushed to London in the wake of Pietro’s diagnosis, taking me for dinner when I was too strung up to eat. “And why Florence? Is that his wife?”
I shook my head, picking up my wine glass and cradling it in both hands. “He wasn’t married. Florence is where he was born.”
“Ok,” Lu said, her brows drawing together in concentration as she sawed her knife neatly through her fish pie. “What exactly will you be doing?”
“Well,” I said, putting the glass down, then picking it up to actually take a sip. “It’s basically a massive study into time travel.”
“What? You told him?“ Luna said, dropping her fork in astonishment. “I mean, he’s not going to tell anyone now, but – “
“I told Lucas,“ I clarified, pouring Luna’s wine and topping up my own glass. 
“That’s worse!” 
I reached for her hand across the table.
“I told Pietro, too.” I smiled at the look on her face. “How could I not? And you’re right. Obviously, he’s not going to be telling anyone, now.”
“But Lucas…” She was staring at me. “What did he say? Don’t you think it’s a bit… dangerous, to have someone else know? About the travelling? I mean, he’s got nothing to lose and everything to gain from exposing you.”
“Exposing me!” I let out a bark of laughter, and then stopped as she pulled
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