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      For the fifth time that week, Janni dumped her school bag on her bedroom carpet. Like always on a summer afternoon, her bedroom had that warmed-up dusty smell. She threw herself onto her bed, sending the mattress springs screeching in cacophony. She had had PE that morning . . . field hockey. She hadn’t managed to escape it with a forged doctor’s note as usual. And now her muscles were all swollen.

      Friday.

      End of the day.

      End of the week.

      Still dressed in her navy-blue school uniform, and not having bothered to shuck her scuffed-up school shoes downstairs, she kept her ankles up at an odd angle so as not to contaminate her duvet cover.

      For another moment or so, she absorbed the silence. It was funny how silent it could be up here in her room compared with all the sounds from throughout the day: kids constantly chatting, teachers constantly shouting, shoes constantly trudging.

      She reached over to her bedside table, to what she’d dug up from the dump on her way back from school last week. It was what she thought of as the ‘classic’ alarm clock, what with that pair of bells at the top, and the metal beater between them. It had a light-blue casing, a pair of sturdy minute and hour hands and a second hand that clucked its way around the sallow, peeling clock face.

      The fact of it being a clock, though, was pretty far from her thoughts, all things considered. Because its main use, its main power, as she’d quickly discovered, being an inquisitive girl and all, was that it could turn back time.

      By turning the hands back she could return up to twelve hours in the past.

      And she’d used that feature a lot . . . maybe a hell of a lot.

      That day, on the way back from school, she’d breathed in the sweet scent of all those rubbish juices as she’d ducked under the flimsy barbed wire. There was always stuff to find at the dump. And she always ended up bringing things home. Her parents had often caught whiffs . . . quite literally . . . of her habit, but never quite cottoned on to just what she got up to. They never quite pieced it together that their dear only daughter — only child — liked to roll back the sleeves of her school jumper and go digging about here and there in other people’s rubbish.

      To be fair, it wasn’t all that bad given that it was the summer now and there hadn’t been a decent spot of rain for weeks. Sure, some things got a little ripe in the arid summer air, but for the most part the really sickening stuff happened when water was added.

      In the course of her rummaging, Janni had come up with perfectly serviceable garden tools: secateurs, hoses, watering cans, that sort of thing, which she’d often turn into gifts for mother’s day, or father’s day, or for birthdays, or just as an out-of-the-blue, apparent-act-of-random-kindness thing. Oh, she’d give everything a good clean, of course, so that the receiver of her gifts simply wouldn’t have a clue just where said item had come from.

      Every time she’d reached over for the clock on her bedside table it had been for good reason. Stuff that she really could do much better; things in the immediate past that could do with just a little tweaking. She had made use of the clock’s power for the first time when she’d forgotten to turn in her biology homework. She had just been playing with the clock later that day, when she had absentmindedly turned the time back to just before her class. Of course she had been stunned when she had found herself swept back in time. She had managed to compose herself enough to grab the pages she needed to hand in; managing not to make the same mistake second time around.

      Following this discovery Janni had become more curious — a little more ‘creative’.

      The first thing that struck her was cheating on tests.

      The most obvious thing to try.

      And so she’d taken the initiative with something simple, with a multiple-choice quiz in history. She’d managed to sneak a copy of the paper out of school, and when she’d got it home she’d worked through it with her textbook, double-checked all the answers, worked on memorising them. And then she had taken the test again. A couple of days later, when she’d got the test back, she’d got ninety-eight per cent — not too bad all things considered. Her teacher, Mr Fanklin, did give her a bit of a lingering glance since, as he well knew, she wasn’t something that would be termed an ‘overachiever’ in history . . . or anything else for that matter.

      To begin with, she had just used the clock as a reset button. But then she’d decided to try out its true capabilities. She had done some crazy things. Like that time she had asked out this boy called Andy from her physics class — he’d said that he already had a girlfriend. And then there was the time when she had spoken bluntly with her sports teacher, Mrs Quinn . . . that one had ended with Janni in the head teacher’s office, with her parents being called in for a meeting the next day. All Janni had had to do when she got home, though, was simply reset it all. Really, she couldn’t quite recall how she’d lived without the clock.

      But now, as she lay there, on her bed, holding the cold casing in her hand, feeling the weariness crawling through her muscles, she knew that it was time to stop all this experimentation, and to do something really remarkable . . . or really terrible.

      As she gripped the clock tighter in her fist, she felt her heart skip a couple of times . . . a smile broke out across her lips, and she knew she had it.

      Just the thing.
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      Janni could hardly contain her excitement when she woke up the next morning, felt the sun warming her cheeks. She stretched, got herself up and dressed into a plain, white t-shirt, just about as tight as she dared, threw on a pair of washed-out blue jeans, and jabbed her feet into the battered pair of trainers she used for sports . . . they still stank of sweat from the day before thanks to Mrs Quinn’s insistence that she take part. She turned her school bag upside down, tipped all her books out, then stuffed the clock inside.

      The house was still silent, her parents still asleep. She brought the front door shut gently, not wanting to wake them.

      All told, it was a bright summer’s morning outside. Janni headed for the enormous garden centre which lay just around the corner.

      The garden centre had a kind of wooden arched entrance, with light-green paint splashed onto just about everything that wasn’t a mahogany-brown colour. Maybe it was supposed to make it look more natural or something, but the overall impression it gave Janni was one of snot.

      There were hundreds and hundreds of spaces in the gravel-laden car park, though most of them were empty at this time on a Saturday morning, what with only the elderly up and about, looking to beat the weekend crowds.

      It was funny how all the other kids her age seemed to spend half their lives in bed, she had never understood that about other teenagers . . . maybe she was an elderly lady trapped inside a teenager’s body.

      She shuttled in through the sliding doors, then went on to peruse the aisles, headed on to pick out just what she needed: something that would poison grass. Something that would kill it right to the root . . . no, something that would seep right down to the very base of the soil and ensure that nothing ever grew again.

      She’d only been looking for about five minutes, though pretty intently, all things told, when she noticed a lanky boy dressed in the light-green uniform of the garden centre, standing and watching her from the end of the aisle.

      She slipped him a sidelong glance. Saw that he was familiar.

      Took in his carrot-orange hair which sprouted out from the matching baseball cap, his curdled-milk complexion and those seemingly black eyes.

      Francis.

      He was in her maths class.

      He caught her eye then quickly looked away.

      “Um, Francis?” she said.

      He glanced around, smiling nervously, showing off yellow-streaked teeth.

      Even though he was a solid few feet away, she could smell an oniony scent on his breath.

      “Yuh,” Francis said, “You’re . . . uh . . . Janni? Aren’t you?”

      She nodded, and then, partially not wanting to smell his breath, and partially not wanting to look at him, she turned her attention to the shelves, to the plastic sacks stuffed full of poisons. She unzipped her bag so she could see the clock snug within it, just to reassure herself that it was there, with her.

      The first time, she’d ask him flat out.

      Try the simplest way first.

      So, slipping one hand into the bag, ready to turn the knob the couple of notches that’d send her five or so minutes back in time, she kept her voice steady, as if what she was asking was reasonable. “Hey, you wouldn’t be able to do me a discount on some of this stuff, would you?” Then she hit him with her broadest bimbo smile.

      Francis, though he smiled back faintly, scratched at the back of his neck.

      She could hear the dry skin flaking away with each scuff of his nails.

      “Ah,” he said, “Well, what, uh, were you thinking of?”

      She shrugged, thought about the contents of her purse. “Well, actually, to tell the truth, I was wondering if you’d be prepared to just give it to me for free.” She threw in a couple of beats of her eyelashes for good measure, then added, “Please?”

      His forehead creased. He scratched the back of his neck with more intent.

      “Aw,” he said, “I wish I could but . . .”

      Without waiting for him to finish, she turned the clock, still hidden within her school bag, back a couple of notches.

      The world blurred.

      It felt as if she was hurled from her body . . . only to reappear instantly within it.

      She gave it another go.

      And then another.

      One more time.

      A kiss turned out to be the required exchange. And she gave it to him. Light, just brushing his chapped lips, trying to keep that stinking breath from wafting up her nostrils. He even walked the sack back home for her. That was as far as she wanted him to see her go. “So, uh, you planning on doing some weeding this weekend?”

      “Looks that way,” Janni replied.

      Francis’s nerves made a return. “I’d better, you know, get back . . . see you at school?”

      “Uh huh,” Janni said, turning away.

      He lingered another few moments before she heard the sound of his footsteps as he disappeared around the corner.
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      The sack of poison, or whatever it was, turned out to be quite heavy, so Janni had to assume a kind of half-leaning back position so as not to let the plastic bag slip right through her fingers and split wide open on the pavement at her feet. But she made a good go of getting to school, and of getting her way in over the pointed tips of the iron fence which ran about the periphery. She didn’t waste time, going straight off round the back to apply the poison to the grass. She didn’t take any particular approach to her method, just ripped the bag open and applied as she saw fit. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Maybe for a giant plume of purplish gas to rise up. But nothing dramatic happened.

      She just caught the sharp, chemical stench in her nostrils.

      About twenty minutes later, and it became pretty obvious, what with the plastic bag now being totally emptied, that she hadn’t brought enough poison to dose the entirety of the playing field.

      Damn.

      She considered her options. Thought back of Francis in the garden centre. Wondered if she could return there. Push her luck . . . no, surely there was an easier way.

      A way she could’ve done it better . . . in the past.

      She reached for the clock, again, and clicked the little knob back a few notches.
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      Funnily enough, it turned out that the kiss was only good for one sack of poison.

      Janni tried to up the ante, tried to make a promise to go off on a date with Francis after he got off work . . . but she couldn’t quite pluck up the courage to put in a truly convincing performance. And yet, she needed the poison.

      Just as Francis was swooping in for another kiss, Janni reached into her bag and clicked the clock back another few notches. Back to when she’d only just arrived at the garden centre. Once she caught her bearings, turning out to be halfway across the car park, she thought things through. Thought about how she needed to go much higher this time. That she needed to speak with the manager of the garden centre, that was the only way she would get all the poison she’d need, the only way she could be sure of getting off field hockey for the foreseeable future.

      And maybe she could come up with a way that would mean she would end up untraceable, flawless, totally inculpable.

      Just as she reached the sliding doors of the garden centre, she had a change of heart.

      Her going storming in there, demanding to see the manager, would hardly be the most subtle of acts. And if she did get away with it, there would be little doubt over the connection between her meeting with the manager and the grassless playing fields.

      Another few clicks of the clock, and she was back in her bedroom, and with a few footsteps, she was at her computer, booting up, and then onto the website of the garden centre, scoping things out, picking out the section which read ‘Orders’, scrolling down and finding the manager’s contact details. She rattled off an email, an urgent email, which she wrote using a skilfully cobbled-together letterhead, with the headmaster’s signature all scribbled out at the bottom.

      Quite simply, she gave the garden centre permission to enter the premises, and to take care of the disastrous slug infestation which’d taken hold of the school playing fields.

      The manager of the garden centre was to invoice the school directly. She couldn’t help giving a slight smirk as she sent the email off and then sat back in her chair thinking about how it would all play out.

      She spent most of the rest of the day whistling tunelessly to herself, and being on the receiving end of concerned glances from her parents. That was the thing being a teenager, you were supposed to be miserable all the time . . . but she was quite a long way from that.
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      School on Monday soon came around, and Janni found herself struck by an odd mixture of fear and anticipation. She would see if her dreams had come true, if she’d be able to duck sports for the rest of time, or if the plan had backfired . . . if the garden centre had seen through her plan . . . only time would tell.

      As she packed her school bag, she made a point of jamming the clock down between her books so that — if the worst came to the worst — she’d have an escape plan. Time travel, as she had learned, really could get you out of the tightest spots.

      When she arrived at school, she came across Francis in one of the corridors, and she’d already started to look away, anticipating something of an embarrassing confrontation, when she remembered that what had happened at the garden centre, the kissing etcetera, hadn’t really happened at all.

      That she’d spun back through time.

      Reset all those mistakes.

      First lesson of the day, Janni had sports, and she couldn’t help but feel the swill of anxiety pumping through her.

      Would it all be over? Would there be no more field hockey?

      She was about halfway to the sports block when she heard the raised voices. She considered ignoring them, just continuing on her way to the changing rooms. She hadn’t wanted to take a sneak-peek at the playing fields. She had wanted it to be a surprise.

      But she couldn’t help herself. She slunk along, keeping herself close to the wall, and peered conspicuously around the corner.

      The first thing that struck her, of course, was the state of the playing fields.

      Where once they’d been a rich and lush green, they were now only a mulchy brown. It had rained overnight and they had been reduced to squelchy mud. The men from the garden centre had done a terrific job, so terrific, in fact, that she couldn’t see so much as a scrap of grass remaining. Next thing, she turned her head, and saw the headmaster, Mr Thurman, throwing his arms about all over the place, eyes wide, and nostrils flared as he jabbered at himself. Then Janni recalled that, most likely, he was speaking to someone on his mobile. The garden centre, no doubt. She supposed he had got their invoice.

      Janni skulked away, smiling from ear to ear, and almost unable to keep her joy from leaping out from her chest.

      As she headed for the changing rooms, she slipped her school bag down to her chest, held it there, and fished through it. Today she hadn’t so much as bothered to bring her sports kit. At the back of her mind, she’d been confident that her plan would work — and it had!

      Just as she yanked open the door to the sports block, a group of girls burst out, all of them changed into their sports kit.

      Janni didn’t manage to turn side-on in time. One of them caught her school bag with their elbow. Her bag slipped through her fingers and thumped onto the concrete below.

      From within, there was a stomach-churning crunch.

      Her heart popped up into her throat.

      One of the girls mumbled an apology over her shoulder.

      Hands shaking, Janni unzipped her bag, felt for the clock.

      Her skin ran over the jagged edge of broken glass.

      She drew her hand back and felt her shoulders tense up. Her breathing shallowed. Her heart hammered hard against her ribs, and her blood ran cold all of a sudden.

      “Wilkins?”

      Janni spun around.

      Saw Mrs Quinn standing in the doorway.

      She had a stern expression on her face, her eyes were narrowed to slits, and she held her hands on her hips. Like always, she wore a powder-pink tracksuit, the sleeves rolled up to just below her elbows, causing the pasty, flabby skin on her forearms to squeeze like pizza dough. “No kit?”

      “Uh . . .”

      “Had some issues with the grass,” Mrs Quinn said. “So today we’re playing on the car park.”

      Janni couldn’t help blurting out a reply. “But it’s field hockey.”

      Mrs Quinn glowered. “I’m sure you can dig something out from the lost property box.” She hooked her thumb over her shoulder to indicate the plastic box with various pieces of festering kit people had left behind over the years.

      Mrs Quinn sighed hard then left.

      Janni stared into thin air. She needed to buy some time. A second chance. That was all. She could make this better. She opened her bag and gazed at the clock, its face smashed, its hands bent outwards. Its second hand twitched occasionally.

      After a brief search, she uncovered a pair of fairly clean-looking shorts. Then a v-necked top that had to be three or four sizes too big, a pair of trainers with a hole in the right heel, and a pair of socks which only had a tinge of green.

      As she trod her way outside, to her fate, she noted the dustbin just inside the door.

      She knew what she needed to do.

      Her hand trembled slightly as she dug the clock out of her bag for a final time and then deposited it in the bin, hearing it rustle against the plastic bag and settle at the bottom.

      There, that was done with.

      As she left the changing rooms behind, she heard the wooden smack of hockey sticks in the air, and the all-too-close giggles of girls.

      With each step she took, she tried to convince herself that what awaited her wasn’t really that bad . . . she could have ended up kissing Francis, after all.

      As it was, that had never even happened.

      Not in this timeline.
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      The chatter of spider monkeys drifted down from the soaked jungle canopy. The leaves were like enormous lily pads that’d somehow been transplanted onto the ends of branches. They hid the monkeys well. Vines crept their way up the thick, chunky bark. A rumble of thunder on the horizon suggested a storm was coming before nightfall.

      Eyllawad gripped his bow down at his thigh and listened. In the jungle listening was the key. What with all the sounds going on, actually hearing wasn’t the goal, but to be able to separate, to divide the various strands of animal calls, of the wind rushing through leaves, of other warriors. That was what his father had taught him, ever since he was a little boy, ever since he was taking his first baby steps in the jungle, scoping the place out. And now, at fourteen years old, and only just striding out on his own, he was desperate not to disappoint him. He was determined to bring in a good haul of meat, so that they might celebrate his first catch and his coming of age.

      His arrows remained nestled in the quiver on his bare back. He could nock one into his bow at a moment’s notice. Only now did he think about just how far he’d come from home; how far away he was from the influence of the Née, his home tribe.

      A mosquito whined at his left ear and — without taking his eyes off the foliage spread out before him — he snatched at it, crushed it in his palm then wiped it on his shorts. He smelled that dank stench of blood and refocused his gaze; refocused his ears.

      It was that time in the afternoon when the air seemed to swelter, when the sweat came welling up in every pore of his skin. He could feel his bare chest running with rivulets of it. Could smell its salty essence in the air before him . . . and if he could smell it then animals could smell it just as easily.

      It wasn’t safe here.

      It was better to move on.

      Better for him to find the river, and to follow it.

      To regain his bearings.

      He stood sentry another moment, waited with his heart fluttering in his throat. He was sure he had heard something. Something of the jungle was trying to warn him . . . or was it really that his body was trying to warn him of something of the jungle?

      Or was it just his fledgling magic, the magic which he had yet to scratch the surface of, and which was still years beyond even the shallowest comprehension?

      Move.

      Better to get moving.

      Bare-footed, Eyllawad shuffled through the undergrowth of the jungle, feeling the familiar tickle of the leaves up against his calloused skin. As he followed the smell of the river, he bent over, snatched up a handful of leaves, held them to his nose and gave them a sniff. Pepper
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