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			CHAPTER 1

		2026, Mumbai, India

		They’d heard the rumbling coming towards them down the echoing stairwell like a locomotive train. Then all of a sudden it was pitch black, the air thick with dust and smoke. Sal Vikram thought she was going to choke on the grit and particles of brick plaster she was sucking in through her nose, clogging her throat and the back of her mouth with a thick chalky paste.

		It felt like an eternity before it was clear enough to see the emergency wall light in the stairwell once more. By its dim amber light she could see the lower flight of stairs was completely blocked by rubble and twisted metal spars. Above them, the stairwell they’d been clambering down only moments earlier was crushed by the collapsed floors above. She saw an extended arm emerging from the tangle of beams and crumbling breeze-blocks, an arm chalk-white, perfectly still, reaching down to her as if pleading to be held or shaken.

		‘We’re trapped,’ whispered her mother.

		Sal looked to her, then to her father. He shook his head vigorously, dust cascading off his thin hair.

		‘No! We are not! We dig!’ He looked at Sal. ‘That’s what we do, we dig. Right, Saleena?’

		She nodded mutely.

		He turned to the others trapped on the emergency stairwell along with them. ‘Yes?’ he said. ‘We must dig. We can’t wait for rescue …’ Her father could have said more, could have completed that sentence, could have said what they were all thinking – that if the skyscraper had collapsed down to this floor there was no reason why it wasn’t soon to fold in on itself all the way down.

		Sal looked around. She recognized faces despite them all being painted ghost-white with dust: Mr and Mrs Kumar from two apartments along; the Chaudhrys with their three young sons; Mr Joshipura, a business man like her father, but single … enjoyed a string of girlfriends. Tonight, presumably, he’d been on his own.

		And … another man, standing at the back of the stairwell, beneath the wall light. She didn’t recognize him.

		‘If we move things, we may cause more of it to collapse!’ said Mrs Kumar.

		Sal’s mother placed a hand on her husband. ‘She is right, Hari.’

		Hari Vikram turned to look at them all. ‘Some of you are old enough to remember, yes? Remember what happened to the Americans in New York? Their twin towers?’

		Sal remembered the footage, something they’d been shown in history class. Both of those tall, magnificent buildings sliding down into the earth and disappearing among billowing dark grey clouds.

		Heads nodded. Everyone old enough remembered, but none of them stepped forward. As if to press the issue, a metal spar above creaked and slid, releasing a small avalanche of dust and debris down on to them.

		‘If we just wait here … we die!’ shouted her father.

		‘They will come!’ replied Mr Joshipura. ‘The firemen will soon –’

		‘No. I’m afraid they won’t.’ She turned towards the voice. The old man she hadn’t recognized had finally said something. ‘I’m afraid they won’t come for you,’ he repeated, his voice softer this time. He sounded like a westerner, English or American. And, unlike everyone else, he wasn’t coated in dust. ‘They won’t have time. This building has less than three minutes before the support struts on the floor beneath us give way. Combined with the weight of the collapsed floors above, it’ll be enough for Palace Tower to go all the way down.’

		He looked around at them, the wide eyes of the adults, the wider eyes of the children. ‘I’m truly sorry, but none of you are going to survive.’

		The heat in the stairwell was increasing. A floor below, the flames had taken a firm hold, their heat softening the steel girders of the skyscraper. Deep groans rippled and echoed around them.

		Hari Vikram studied the stranger for a moment; the fact that he was the only one not coated in a thick layer of chalky dust wasn’t wasted on him. ‘Wait! You are clean. How did you get in here? Is there another way through?’

		The man shook his head. ‘No.’

		‘But … you were not with us before the floor collapsed! There must be some way –’

		‘I have only just arrived,’ replied the man, ‘and I must leave soon. We really don’t have much time.’

		Sal’s mother stepped towards him. ‘Leave? How? Can you … can you help us?’

		‘I can help only one of you.’ His eyes rested on Sal. ‘You … Saleena Vikram.’

		Sal felt every pair of eyes in the stairwell settle on her.

		‘Take my hand,’ said the man.

		‘Who are you?’ asked her father.

		‘I’m your daughter’s only way out. If she takes my hand … she lives. If she doesn’t, she will die along with the rest of you.’

		One of the young boys began to cry. Sal knew him; she’d babysat the Chaudhry boys. He was nine and terrified, clutching his favourite soft toy – a one-eyed bear – tightly in both hands as if the bear was his ticket out.

		Another deep moan from one of the skyscraper’s structural support bars echoed through the small space on the stairwell, like the mournful call of a dying whale, or the stress vibration of a sinking ship. The stale air around them, already hot, was becoming almost too painful to inhale.

		‘We have just over two minutes,’ said the man. ‘The heat of the fire is causing the building’s framework to deform. Palace Tower will collapse, directly in on itself at first, then sideways into the mall below. Five thousand people will be dead a hundred and twenty seconds from now. And tomorrow the news will be all about the terrorists who caused this.’

		‘Who … who
			are you?’ asked her father again.

		The man – he looked old, perhaps in his fifties or sixties – stepped forward through the crowd, his hand extended towards Saleena. ‘We don’t have time. You have to take my hand,’ he said.

		Her father blocked his path. ‘Who are you? H-how did you get through to us?’

		The old man turned to him. ‘I’m sorry. There is no time. Just know that I arrived here … and I can leave just as easily.’

		‘How?!’

		‘How is unimportant … I simply can. And I can take just your daughter … only your daughter with me.’ The old man looked down at a watch on his wrist. ‘Now there really is little time left – a minute and a half.’

		Sal watched her father’s taut face, his mind working with businesslike efficiency. No time for hows and whys. The flicker of fire was coming up from the blocked stairwell below them, sending dancing shadows through the dust-filled air.

		Hari Vikram stepped aside. ‘Take her, then! You must take her!’

		Sal looked up at the old man, frightened at his strangeness, reluctant to offer her hand to him. Not that she believed in anything beyond this world, not Hindu gods, not angels or demons … but he seemed not of this world somehow. An apparition. A ghost.

		Her father angrily snatched at her hand. ‘Saleena! You must go with him!’

		She looked at her father, her mother. ‘Why c-can’t we all go?’

		The old man shook his head. ‘Only you, Saleena. I’m sorry.’

		‘Why?’ She realized tears were streaming down her cheeks, tracing dark tracks on her chalky face.

		‘You’re special,’ said the old man, ‘that is why.’

		‘Please, you must take my boys too!’ called out Mrs Chaudhry.

		The old man turned to her. ‘I can’t. I wish I could … but I can’t.’

		‘Pleeease! They’re so young. Younger than this girl! They have their whole lives –’

		‘I’m sorry, it’s not my choice. I can only take Saleena.’

		Sal felt her father’s hands on her shoulders. He pushed her roughly forward towards the stranger. ‘You take her! You take her now!’

		‘Dadda! No!’

		‘You take her now!’

		‘No! Not –’

		They heard a deep rumble and felt the floor trembling beneath their feet.

		‘We have only seconds,’ said the old man. ‘Hurry!’

		‘SALEENA!’ her father screamed. ‘YOU GO!’

		‘Dadda!’ she cried. She turned to her mum. ‘Please! I can’t!’

		The old man stretched forward and grasped hold of her hand. He pulled her towards him, but she found herself instinctively squirming and twisting her hand to escape his tight grip. ‘No!’ she screamed.

		The deep rumbling increased in volume, the floor shuddering, and cascades of dust and grit filled the air around them, tumbling down from above.

		‘This is it!’ the old man said. ‘Time has come! Saleena … I can save your life if you come with me!’

		She looked at him. It seemed madness that he could, but, somehow, she believed him. ‘Your parents want this too.’ His eyes, so intense, so old.

		‘Yes!’ yelled her father above the growing roar. ‘Please! Take her NOW!’

		Beside his small frame, her mother was screaming, stretching out her hands to hold her one last time. Her father grabbed her, held her back. ‘No, my love! She must go!’

		Mrs Chaudhry pushed her boys at the old man. ‘Please! Take their hands too! Take their hands –’

		The floor shook beneath their feet, lurching to one side.

		Sal suddenly felt light-headed, as if she was free falling.

		This is it, it’s falling!

		Then the floor suddenly fractured beneath their feet, revealing an ocean of churning, roiling flames, like gazing down into Hell itself. And the last thing she recalled was seeing that one-eyed bear tumbling down through a large split in the stairwell’s floor into the fire below.
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			CHAPTER 2

		2001, New York

		Sal sat upright in her bunk – gasping for breath, feeling her cheeks wet with tears.

		The nightmare again.

		It was quiet and still in the archway. She could hear Maddy snoring on the bunk below, and Liam whimpering nonsensical words in his soft Irish accent as he stirred restlessly on the bunk opposite.

		A muted lamp glowed softly from across the archway, lighting their wooden dinner table and the odd assortment of old armchairs around it. LEDs blinked among the bank of computer equipment across the way, hard drives whirring. One of the monitors remained on; she could see the computer system was doing a routine defrag and data-file tidying. It never slept.

		Not it … not any more – the computer wasn’t IT any more. It was Bob.

		Unable to go back to sleep, she clambered off the top bunk. Maddy twitched in her sleep, and Liam also seemed to be unsettled. Maybe they too were reliving their last moments: Liam’s sinking Titanic, Maddy’s doomed airliner. The nightmares came all too often.

		She tiptoed across the archway, barefoot on the cold concrete floor, and sat down in one of the swivel chairs, tucking her feet under her and sitting on them for warmth. She grabbed the mouse and opened a dialogue box. Her fingernails clacked softly on the keyboard.

		> hey, bob.

		> Is this Maddy?

		> no, it’s sal.

		> It is 2.37 a.m. You cannot sleep, Sal?

		>nightmares.

		> Are you recalling your recruitment?

		Recruitment, that’s what the old man, Foster, had called it. Like she’d had any real choice in the matter. Life or death. Take my hand or be mashed to pulp amid a crumbling skyscraper. She shuddered. Great fragging choice.

		>yeah, my recruitment.

		> You have my sympathy, Sal.

		‘Thanks.’ She spoke softly into the desk mic – too lazy to tap out any more. Anyway, the clickety-click of the keyboard echoing through the archway was far more likely to disturb the others than her speaking quietly.

		‘I miss them so much, Bob.’

		> You miss your family?

		‘Mum and Dad.’ She sighed. ‘It seems like years ago.’

		> You have been in the team 44 time cycles. 88 days precisely, Sal.

		Time cycles – the two-day time bubble that played out and reset for them, constantly keeping them and their field office in 10 and 11 September 2001, while the world outside moved on as normal.

		Outside … outside was New York – Brooklyn, to be more precise. Streets she was now getting to know so well. Even the people she had conversations with, people who were never going to remember her: the Chinese laundromat lady, the Iranian man running the grocery store on the corner. Every time they spoke, it was, for them, the first time – a new face, a new customer to greet cheerily. But she already knew them, knew what they were about to say, how proud the Chinese lady was of her son, how angry the Iranian man was with the terrorists for bombing his city.

		This morning was the Tuesday, 11 September, the second day of the ever-resetting time cycle. In just under six hours the first airliner was going to crash into the Twin Towers, and New York and all her inhabitants were going to change forever.

		‘So what’re you doing, Bob?’

		> Data collation. Hard-drive maintenance. And reading a book.

		‘Oh? Cool. What’re you reading?’

		A page of text appeared on the screen. She could see individual words momentarily highlight one after the other in rapid blinking succession as Bob ‘read’ while they talked.

		> Harry Potter.

		Sal remembered seeing the old films from the first decade of the century. They didn’t do much for her, but her parents had liked them as children.

		‘Are you enjoying it?’

		Bob didn’t answer immediately. She noticed the flickering of highlighted words on the open page of text on the screen grind to a sudden halt, and the soft whirring sound of hard drives being spun momentarily ceased. Forming an opinion … that was something Bob struggled with. It required the computer system’s entire capacity for him to actually formulate, or rather simulate, something as simple as a human emotion … a preference. A like or dislike.

		Finally, after a few seconds, she heard the hard drives whirring gently once again.

		> I like the magic very much.

		Sal smiled as she acknowledged how many terabytes of computing power had gone into that simple statement. If she had a mean streak in her, she could have asked him what colour he thought went best with violet, or what was tastier – chocolate or vanilla? It would probably lock the system for hours as Bob laboured through infinite decision loops to finally come up with the answer that he was unable to compute a valid response.

		Bless him. Great at data retrieval, cross-referencing and processing. But don’t ask him to pick dessert off a menu.
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			CHAPTER 3

		2001, New York

		Monday (time cycle 45)

		Most of the damage that happened here in the archway with the last time contamination has been fixed up now – the holes in the walls filled again, the door to the back room replaced with a new sturdy one. And we got a brand-new emergency generator installed. Some workmen came in to set it up. We had to hide the time-portal equipment from them, and when they asked about all the computer screens at the desk Maddy told them we were a computer-game developer. I think they believed her.

		It’s a much more powerful generator, and more reliable than the last shadd-yah old one. I hope we don’t have to use it, though.

		We’ve also got an old TV set, a DVD player and one of those Nintendo machines. Liam loves the games. He’s mad about one stupid game with silly characters driving around on go-karts throwing bananas at each other.

		Boys, eh?

		Maddy says we need to grow a new support unit. A new Bob. Just in case another time shift comes along that we need to deal with. Only, the new Bob won’t be entirely new. The body will, yes, but she says we can upload Bob’s AI back into it and he’ll be exactly like he was … and not the retarded idiot that plopped out of the growth tube last time. Which is a relief. Bob was so-o-o-o stupid when he was first born.

		We fixed the growth tubes. Some got damaged by those creature things that broke in, but they’re all functioning now, and we’ve got them filled up with that stinking protein solution the foetuses float in. We had to steal a load of that gloop from a hospital blood bank. It’s the fake blood they use, the plasma stuff, but with a witches’ brew of added vitamins and proteins.

		Honestly, it’s like runny snot. But worse than that, because it smells like vomit.

		What we don’t have yet, though, are the foetuses. Apparently we can’t go and grab any old one – they’re specially genetically engineered sometime in the future …

		Maddy looked at Liam. ‘You ready?’

		‘Aye,’ he replied, shivering as he stood behind her in nothing more than a pair of striped boxer shorts, and holding a watertight bag full of clothes.

		She looked down at her own shivering body, trembling beneath her T-shirt. ‘Maybe one day we could get around to rigging up something to heat the water before we jump in.’

		‘That’s for sure.’

		She climbed the steps beside the perspex cylinder, looking down into the cold water, freshly run from the water mains. She settled down on the top step beside the lip of the cylinder and dipped her toes in.

		A wet departure – that was the protocol. To ensure that nothing but them and the water they were floating in was sent back in time … and not any chunks of floor, or carpet or concrete or cabling that had no possible reason to exist in the past.

		‘Oh Jeeeez! It’s freezing!’

		Liam squatted down beside her. ‘Great.’

		Maddy shuddered then looked up at Sal, seated at the computer station. ‘What’s the departure count?’

		‘Just over a minute.’

		‘So,’ said Liam, slowly easing himself into the water, gasping as he did so. ‘You’re sure about this?’

		‘Uh-huh.’ No, she wasn’t. Not sure about anything. The old man, Foster, had left her in charge. Left her running this team and this field office even though they’d barely survived their first brush with time contamination. All she had for help now was computer-Bob and a data folder on his hard drive entitled ‘Things You’ll Probably Want to Ask’.

		‘How do we grow new support units?’ was the name of one of the first files she’d found in the folder when she’d delved into it a few weeks ago. First order of business had been getting the grow-tubes up and running and getting one of those clones on the go. When she’d double-clicked on it, what she’d got was an image of Foster’s face looking out of the monitor as he’d addressed the web cam. He looked ten, perhaps twenty years younger than he had the morning he’d told her she was ready, wished her luck and walked out of Starbucks leaving her to run things.

		The Foster onscreen looked no more than fifty. ‘So,’ he began, adjusting the flex so that the mic was in front of his mouth. ‘You’ve opened this file. Which means you’ve been careless and your support unit has been destroyed and now you need to grow a new one.’ Foster had proceeded with detailed instructions on maintenance and feeding, and how the growth tubes work. But finally, towards the end of the log entry, was the bit they’d been after.

		‘Right … so the clones are grown from a store of engineered human foetuses. I’ll presume you’ve used up the last of the refrigerated ones kept in your field office and now you need more.’

		Not exactly used up; those of them mid-growth had all died in the tubes, poisoned by their own waste fluids because the electric-powered pumps hadn’t been functioning. The bodies – pale, lifeless, hairless, jelly-like forms that ranged from something that could’ve sat in the palm of her hand to the body of a boy of eight or nine – had been taken care of. Taken out, weighted down and dumped in the river. Not an experience she ever wanted to repeat.

		‘The good news is there are more of them. There’s a supply of viable candidate foetuses, all engineered with the silicon processor chip already housed in the cranial cavity. They’re ready to grow to full term and, of course, come with basic learning AI code pre-installed.’ The Foster on the monitor smiled coyly. ‘If you’ve been smart, you managed to retrieve your last support unit’s chip and preserved its AI …’

		She nodded. Yup. Well, Liam had done that messy business.

		‘… so any new support unit doesn’t need to start out from scratch as a complete imbecile, and you can upload the AI from the computer system. So, like I say, the good news is there’s more of them. But the bad news is they’re not going to be delivered to your front door like … like … some sort of a pizza delivery; I’m afraid you’ve got to go and get them yourselves.’

		Sal called out a thirty-second warning and Maddy’s mind returned to the icy water in the displacement cylinder. She eased herself in beside Liam, her breath chuffing out at the cold. ‘Uhhh! This is f-f-f-freezing! How d-do you c-cope with it?’ she asked Liam, her teeth chattering.

		He offered her a lopsided grin. ‘It’s not like I get a choice, is it?’

		‘Twenty seconds!’ called out Sal.

		‘When did you say we’re going, again?’ asked Liam.

		‘I t-t-told you: 1906. San Francisco.’

		Liam’s eyebrows locked in concentration for a moment. ‘Hold on now … is that not the same year that … that –?’

		‘Yes?’

		‘I remember my dad reading it in the Irish Times. It’s the year that –’

		‘Fifteen seconds!’

		Maddy let go of the side of the perspex cylinder and began treading water. ‘Liam, you’ve g-got to go under now.’

		‘I know … I know! Bleedin’ hate this bit.’

		‘Maybe Sal and I should t-teach you how to swim some time?’

		‘Ten seconds!’

		‘Oh Jay-zus-’n’-Mary, why does time travel have to be done this way? Why did that Waldstein fella have to be so stupid as to invent bleedin’ time travel in the first place!’

		‘You wanna blame someone … b-blame the Chinese what’s-his-name guy who worked it out in the first place.’

		Liam nodded. ‘Aghh, well, him too!’

		‘Five seconds!’ called Sal. ‘You really need to duck under now!’

		Maddy held her hand above his head. ‘Need me to push you under?’

		‘No! I’ll just … I’ll, ah … All right!’

		Liam sucked in a lungful of air and clasped his nose with his free hand.

		‘S-see you on the other side,’ she uttered as she pushed him under the water. Then sucked in air and submerged as well.

		Oh Jeez … here goes.

		Her first time. Her first time into the past, not counting her recruitment from 2010. She’d been too busy checking the coordinates were set right, arranging the return window time-stamp, checking Sal had pulled out the right clothes for them to wear from the old closet in the back room, making sure she remembered the details of their mission … too busy with all those things to realize how utterly terrified she was at the prospect of being pushed out of space-time, through chaos space – and God knows what that was – to emerge back into the space-time of nearly a hundred years ago.

		She opened her eyes under the water and saw the foggy form of Liam’s scrawny body thrashing around in blind panic. She saw bubbles zig-zagging up around him. She could see the dim lamp on the computer desk through the tube’s scuffed plastic, the faint outline of Sal … then …

		… Then they were falling, tumbling through darkness.
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			CHAPTER 4

		2015, Texas

		‘OK, students, we’ll be arriving at the institute very shortly, so I want you all to be on your very best behaviour,’ said Mr Whitmore, absentmindedly scratching at the scruffy salt-and-pepper stubble around his mouth. He considered it a full beard even if no one else did. ‘As I’m sure you will be,’ he added.

		Edward Chan sighed and looked out of the coach’s broad window at the scrub beside the highway. Outside the air-conditioned comfort of the coach it was another blistering Texas day. Hot and bright. Two things he hated. He much preferred his dark bedroom back in Houston, drapes drawn, an ultraviolet lamp making the manga posters on his black bedroom walls glow like the halogen signs outside some cool nightclub.

		Dark and cool and peaceful. A place far away from the incessant noise of other kids, the shrill laughter of clusters of girls. High-school girls always seemed to come in clusters – mean, spiteful clusters that sniggered and whispered and pointed. And the boys … If it was possible, they were even worse. The jocks – the alpha-male types – loud, brash, great at sports, oozing easy confidence, gangsta rap hissing out of their iPod earbuds, high-fiving each other for any reason. Golden-tanned, sandy-haired, blue-eyed boys who, you could tell, would ease through school, ease through college, ease through life … and never once wonder if someone was whispering behind their back, laughing at them, pointing at them.

		That was the tribal system at school: the girls – giggly gaggles of Hannah Montana clones, the jocks in their swaggering gangsta gangs … and finally the third category, the ones like Edward Chan – the freaks. Loners, emos, geeks, nerds: the cookies that didn’t quite fit the cookie-cutter machine that was high school.

		His dad was always telling him it was the freaks that ended up doing the great things. It was the freaks who became dotcom billionaires, famous inventors, movie directors, rock stars … even presidents. The jocks, on the other hand, ended up selling real estate or managing Wal-Mart stores. And the Hannah Montanas ended up becoming stay-at-home moms, getting fat, bored and lonely.

		Ahead of the coach he could see a cluster of pale buildings emerging from the ochre drabness, and presently they slowed down and stopped at a security checkpoint. The other kids on the coach, about thirty of them, all a couple of years older than Edward, began to bob in their seats, craning their necks to look at the armed security guards and the lab buildings up ahead.

		‘Please stay seated for the moment, guys,’ said Mr Whitmore over the coach’s PA system.

		Edward stretched to look over the headrest of the seat in front of him. He saw a man climb up the steps on to the coach. A smart man in a pale linen suit. He shook hands with Mr Whitmore, the school principal who was chaperoning the students.

		‘Right, guys, I’m going to hand you over to Mr Kelly, who is from the institute. He’s going to be showing us around the facilities today.’

		Mr Kelly took the microphone from him. ‘Good morning, boys and girls. Let me first say welcome to the institute. It’s an honour to have you kids come and visit. As I understand it, you guys have all been nominated by your various schools to come along today because you’re all straight-A students?’

		Whitmore shook his head. ‘Not quite, Mr Kelly. “Most-improved performers”. Students who’ve most clearly demonstrated a willingness to learn. We have all levels and abilities here on this coach, from schools right across the state, but what they all have in common is the spectacular improvement in their year-end SATs scores. These students are the ones who’ve worked the hardest to better themselves.’

		Mr Kelly’s tanned face was split with a broad smile. ‘Fantastic! We like improvers here. Go-getters. I wouldn’t be surprised if one or two of you on this coach ended up working for us here one day, huh?’

		There was a token of polite laughter up and down the rows of seats.

		The coach lurched slowly forward, down a long straight driveway flanked by freshly cut lawns, wet with the moisture from water sprinklers.

		‘OK, guys, we’ll shortly be arriving at the visitors’ reception area, where you can get off. We have some refreshments ready for you before we start the tour of this facility. I will be your guide for today, and, as I’m talking, if you have any questions at all, please don’t be afraid to raise your hands and ask. We want you to get the most out of today … to understand what our work is here and how very important it is to the environment.’

		Edward looked out of the window as the coach approached a decorative flowerbed and swung slowly around it. In the middle, framed by an arrangement of vivid yellow chrysanthemums, was a sign: WELCOME TO TERI: TEXAS ADVANCED ENERGY RESEARCH INSTITUTE.
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			CHAPTER 5

		1906, San Francisco

		‘Hey! Don’t turn around yet – I’m not ready,’ snapped Maddy irritably.

		Liam stayed where he was, facing the grubby redbrick wall in front of him. The back alley reeked of rotting fish, and he wondered if he lingered too much longer here whether the smell was going to be stuck on him for the rest of the day.

		‘Are you not done yet?’ he asked.

		Maddy muttered under her breath. ‘It’s all these damned laces and hooks and buttons and things. How the heck did women manage to dress themselves back then?’

		He turned his head a little to look up the alley. It seemed to open on to a busy thoroughfare. He saw several horse-drawn carts clatter by, and men dressed like him: formal grey morning coats, buttoned waistcoats, high-collared shirts, with top hats, flat caps and bowler hats. Very much like the better-dressed men in Cork might have worn on a Sunday morning. The clothes they’d found in the back room appeared to be perfectly authentic. There’d been another couple of dusty costumes in there. Sal had said something about them being for the other back-up drop-point – another time, another place.

		‘Oh, dammit … this’ll have to do,’ tutted Maddy irritably.

		‘Can I turn round now?’

		‘Yes … but I look a total doof.’

		He turned round. His eyes widened.

		‘What?’ she gasped suspiciously. ‘What is it? What’ve I got wrong?’

		‘Nothing! It’s nothing … it’s just …’

		Maddy scowled at him beneath the wide-brimmed sun hat, topped with a plume of white ostrich feathers. Her slim neck was framed by decorative lace that descended down the front of a tightly drawn and intricately embroidered bodice. Her waist seemed impossibly thin, as the gown flared out beneath and tumbled down to the ground, modestly covering any sign of her legs.

		She put her hands – covered in spotless elbow-length white gloves – on her hips. ‘Liam?’

		He shook his head. ‘You look so … so …’

		‘Spit it out!’

		‘Like … well, like a lady, so you do.’

		For a moment he thought she was going to step forward and punch his arm, like she was prone to do. Instead, her cheeks coloured ever so slightly. ‘Uh … really?’

		‘Aye.’ Liam smiled at her. ‘And me? What about me?’

		Maddy grinned. ‘Well, you look like an idiot.’

		Liam pulled the top hat off his head. ‘Ah, it’s that, isn’t it? Makes me ears stick out like a pair of jug handles.’

		She laughed. ‘Don’t worry about it, Liam. Obviously it’s the fashion over here. You won’t be the only person wearing one.’

		‘It was mostly flat caps and forage caps back home. You tried wearing a top hat or a bowler, you were asking for some joker to try an’ knock it off.’

		She pointed at him, ignoring the quip, her smile replaced with her let’s-get-down-to-business frown. ‘What time have you got on your clock?’

		Liam pulled the ornate timepiece out of his waistcoat pocket. ‘Seven minutes after eleven in the morning.’

		‘OK, we should get a move on. The return window here is in four hours’ time.’

		‘Right you are. How far is it?’

		‘Not far, I think. It’s on to Merrimac Street, then up Fourth Street to Mission Street … short walk up that on to Second Street. Ten minutes … at a guess?’

		Liam stepped forward away from the brick wall, the tumbled crates of rubbish and the stench of rotting fish. With a broad cock-sided grin he offered his arm. ‘Shall we, ma’am?’

		Her face softened and she threaded one white gloved hand around it. ‘Oh, absolutely, Mr Darcy. A pleasure, I’m sure.’

		They emerged out of the gloom of the alley on to Merrimac Street and immediately Maddy found herself gasping.

		My God. The realization finally hit her. I’m actually standing IN history.

		Merrimac Street was busy with mid-morning foot and wheeled traffic, mostly horse-drawn carts ferrying goods up from the wharf down the far end. She could make out steam ships lined up against the docks, filling the blue sky with columns of coal smoke and steam, and the churning business of freight coming off or being loaded on.

		‘Awesome,’ she giggled with delight, ‘this is just like being in a movie. Just like the beginning of Titanic …’

		He looked at her, disgusted. ‘They made a movie about it?’

		The smile on her face slipped and became a guilty grimace.

		Liam tutted and sighed. ‘Good people died an’ all … for what? So they can become part of a flickering peepshow a hundred years later?’

		She shrugged. ‘Uh, s’pose … but it was pretty good, though. Fantastic special eff–’

		His sideways scowl silenced her.

		‘Never mind.’

		They turned left on to the road, heading up it towards Fourth Street, dodging several piles of horse manure along the way. Fourth Street was a little busier, but nothing compared to Mission Street. The road was a broad thoroughfare, a hundred feet wide, thick with carts and pedestrians and a tram line that rattled with trams laden with passengers inside and hanging precariously on the back, dinging their bells to clear the track ahead.

		‘Oh my God, this is so amazing!’ she gushed.

		Liam tugged her arm. ‘Shhh … you’re sounding like a tourist.’

		Mission Street was flanked with five- and six-storey brick buildings, warehouses, offices, factories, banks and legal firms. She caught sight of a tall building dominating the skyline – fifteen, perhaps twenty storeys high that looked like a small version of the Empire State Building.

		‘I didn’t know they had skyscrapers back then … uhh … I mean back now!’

		Liam nodded. ‘Nothing like this in Ireland.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘And you’re telling me all this gets totally destroyed?’

		‘Uh-huh. Tomorrow morning, April eighteenth, the great Californian earthquake. According to our history database, much of the downtown area is destroyed by the quake … and then the resulting fire destroys most of what was left in this area … the fourth and fifth districts.’

		‘Jeeeez … that’s a real shame, so it is.’ Liam locked his brows for a moment. ‘Hang on! Strikes me as a bit stupid that the agency has picked here and now to store our supplies if it’s about to be brought crashing down.’

		‘Well, duh!’ said Maddy, making a face and rolling her eyes. ‘Think about it! It makes perfect sense!’ She looked at him as if he’d just put on a pair of shoes the wrong way round. ‘Liam, I thought Foster said you’re meant to be smart?’

		He pouted his lip, feigning hurt. ‘Well, Miss Smarty Pants, you’re obviously itching to tell me something, so get on with it.’

		She sighed. ‘It’s perfect, because the bank vault where our replacement engineered foetuses are located will be completely destroyed in the fire. Everything. All the safe deposit boxes, their contents, all the client paperwork … everything. No paper trail.’

		Liam grinned. ‘Ah, very clever.’

		‘Exactly.’

		The hubbub on Mission Street was added to by the noisy clatter of a sputtering engine. Its noise blotted out everything as it slowly approached them. They finally saw the vehicle rolling down the middle of the street on flimsy spoked wheels, following a man on foot waving a red warning flag before him.

		‘Wow! I didn’t know they had cars then!’ Maddy shouted in his ear.

		He shook his head. ‘Now who’s being dumb! Of course we did!’ He watched the vehicle slowly rattle past, steered by a man wearing a cap and goggles. Beside him sat a woman sporting a cloud of ostrich feathers above her head, her gloved hands clasped over her ears at the cacophony.

		‘Now I know that’s an Oldsmobile Model R,’ added Liam as the vehicle finally turned right off Mission Street and the laboured clatter of internal combustion allowed them to talk easily once more. ‘There were quite a few of those things dashing about Cork – yes, even Cork – when I left.’

		She shook her head. ‘Hardly dashing.’

		They walked on another few minutes in silence, Maddy enjoying playing the lady in her own period-piece Hollywood movie and Liam feeling like this was something of a trip home for him. Back to his time, back to a place where he could talk easily with anyone and not be made to feel like a complete moron for not knowing what a digicam was, or that Seven-Up wasn’t some kind of a ball game, or that a Snickers Bar wasn’t some sort of sleazy nightclub.

		‘This is it,’ Maddy finally said, pointing to a narrow side street. ‘There … Minna Street.’

		They crossed the wide thoroughfare, dodging a tram clanging its way through the bustle of pedestrian traffic and sidestepping several more steaming hillocks of horse manure. They stood in the mouth of the narrow road, only two carts wide and relatively quiet.

		‘And that’s the building we want,’ she said, pointing to a formal-looking frontage of brick and granite. ‘Union Commercial Savings Company,’ she added. ‘According to Foster’s “how to” manual, this is the bank’s only premises. After the earthquake, the fire destroys this building and everything inside it. The company was no more. As if it never existed.’ She looked at him. ‘You see? Perfect.’

		‘And all our Baby Bobs are in some sort of safe down in its basement?’

		‘That’s what Foster says.’

		Liam frowned. ‘So, I’m being dumb again … but if there’s a whole load of those little foetus things down there in a safe somewhere, what’s keeping them alive? Would they not die and sort of go off? Is there a refrigerating device down there?’

		‘You’ll see.’
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			CHAPTER 6

		1906, San Francisco

		Maddy strode down Minna Street towards the bank. ‘Come on.’

		Liam was struggling to keep up with her. ‘So, who put them in this bank? And when did they do it?’

		She reached the front step of the Union Commercial Savings Company and stopped. ‘OK, Liam, just a second …’ She pulled her glasses and a scrap of paper covered with scribbled notes in her handwriting out of her handbag.

		‘Oh Jay-zus … you brought notes back with you? Isn’t that not allowed? You know? Contamination of time an’ all?’

		Maddy looked around the quiet street guiltily. ‘I know, I know … but there was way too much to remember. I was worried I’d forget something.’

		‘Foster would throw a fit if he knew you’d brought notes back here,’ said Liam.

		‘Well, he won’t, will he?’ she muttered impatiently. ‘Because he bailed out and left us to cope on our own.’

		Liam shrugged at that.

		She put her glasses on. ‘OK, so, my name is Miss Emily Lassiter. You’re my brother.’

		‘Do I get a name too?’

		She sighed. ‘Yes … uhh … here it is, Leonard Lassiter. All right?’

		He nodded.

		She scanned the notes further, digesting the information for a few moments before tucking them back in her bag and removing her glasses. ‘All right, I think I’ve got it all.’ She looked at him. ‘You don’t have to say anything, OK? Just go along with whatever I say.’

		‘Will do.’

		She took a deep breath, then pushed the double door to the bank inwards. They stepped on to a tiled floor that echoed their footsteps around a hall, dark with oak panels. Ahead of them were half a dozen ornate mahogany desks, each with softly glowing green ceramic desk lamps. Behind each one sat a bank teller, all but one busy dealing in hushed, respectful tones with customers.

		Maddy led the way towards the unoccupied teller, a young man with hair slicked down in a rigid centre parting and a carefully clipped and waxed moustache.

		‘Uhh … ’scuse me?’ she said.

		The young man looked up at her and smiled charmingly. ‘Good morning, ma’am. How can I help you?

		‘I’d like to speak with a Mr … uh … Mr Leighton. He works here, I think.’

		‘Oh, I’m certain he works here, ma’am,’ said the young man. He tapped a wooden name-holder on the desk. ‘I’m Harold Leighton, you see? Please, will you take a seat?’

		Maddy smiled and slumped down in the seat a little too casually then did her best to quickly recover her lady-like demeanour. ‘Much … uh … much obliged,’ she said as demurely as she could manage.

		‘Now, ma’am, how could I assist you?’

		She took a breath, hoping she was going to get this right and not sound half as nervous as she felt. ‘My family has a safe deposit box with your bank and I wish to make a withdrawal.’

		‘Certainly, ma’am. The account is in the name of?’

		‘Joshua Waldstein Lassiter.’

		Harold Leighton’s eyebrows raised.

		Her heart skipped. ‘Oh … is there a problem?’

		‘Not a problem as such, ma’am. It’s just … I still have the paperwork here on my desk.’

		Maddy shook her head. ‘Paperwork?’

		‘The paperwork setting up the safe deposit account. Joshua Waldstein Lassiter, I presume he is your …?’

		‘Uh? … My uh … yes, that’s right, my father.’

		‘Well, your father was here not more than an hour ago. Actually, I dealt with him myself. He brought a very nice jewellery box with him and we carried it down to the safe room and put it in a deposit box together … as I say, not more than an hour ago.’

		‘Oh,’ was all she managed to say after a few moments. ‘Yes, well, that’s quite right.’

		‘And you wish to withdraw something from the safe deposit box already?’

		She nodded. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

		‘Well … that is highly irregular.’

		‘We’re a funny old family, us Lassiters,’ said Maddy, looking back over the chair. ‘Aren’t we, Liam?’

		Liam stepped forward. ‘Oh yes, that we are, dear sister.’ He grinned at the teller. ‘She sometimes calls me Liam, although my name is in fact Leonard,’ he said, nudging the small of her back.

		Maddy mentally kicked herself for being such a dumb-nuts.

		‘You are brother and sister?’ Harold Leighton looked up at Liam. ‘And it seems you, sir, are Irish?’

		‘Yes.’

		‘But,’ he said, looking at Maddy, ‘it seems, ma’am, you’re not?’

		‘I … uh …’ Maddy’s mouth flapped uselessly. ‘Oh …’

		‘I was brought up in Cork,’ cut in Liam. ‘My dear sister in California. Father likes to keep a home either side of the Atlantic, so he does.’

		The young teller cocked an eyebrow. ‘So it seems.’ He sighed and spread the bank account details out in front of him. ‘Well, it appears your father did specify his children as fellow signatories on the account, so … you, ma’am, I presume are Emily Lassiter?’

		‘That’s correct,’ she replied.

		‘For security reasons I have to ask you for the code word your father has put down here on this form to assure us you are in fact who you say you are.’

		‘Of course.’ She nodded. ‘It’s … it’s …’ She realized all of a sudden her mind had gone blank and cursed.

		The teller’s jaw dropped open at her unladylike language. ‘Madam!’

		Liam grinned sheepishly. ‘She’s spent time at sea. Picked up all sorts of dreadful language from the sailors, so she did. Father so hates her talking that way.’

		‘Just a sec,’ said Maddy, fumbling in her handbag for her note. She quickly scanned her scribbled writing. ‘Ahh! Here it is!’

		She leaned forward over the desk. ‘The code word, Mr Leighton, is Hemlock.’

		Leighton stared at her long and hard, suspicion clouding his young teller’s eyes. Finally a cautious smile spread across his lips. ‘Yes, it is, Miss Lassiter. If you’ll just sign here, I can take you down to the safe room.’

		∗

		The teller spun a large brass wheel and slowly pulled open the cast-iron door leading on to a small room lined with numbered deposit boxes on three walls. ‘Your safe deposit box is number three-nine-seven,’ he said, leading them to a locker with the number on its door. He inserted the key and twisted it once.

		‘It is company policy, madam, sir, that I remain in the safe room while you inspect the contents of your deposit box. However, I shall remain over there by the door and I shall turn my back to allow you a little privacy.’

		Maddy nodded and smiled politely. ‘OK.’

		She waited until Mr Leighton had crossed the room and was standing by the cast-iron door, casually jangling the keys in one hand and examining his fingernails on the other.

		‘Liam,’ she uttered softly.

		‘Yes?’

		‘I think it’s best if you go talk to him, distract him. I don’t want him seeing anything he shouldn’t.’

		He nodded. ‘Aye, you’re right.’ He wandered over and easily struck up a conversation with the young man while Maddy attended to their business.

		She pulled the deposit box’s door open. The faint glow from the safe room’s overhead light showed her little of what was inside. Maddy pushed her hand into the darkness and almost immediately felt the side of a wooden box. She found a small handle and pulled it out. It was quite heavy, and as she hefted it out of the locker towards an inspection bench in the middle of the room, the young man called out.

		‘Let me give you a hand with that, madam.’

		‘I’m fine … I’m fine,’ she grunted.

		‘Strong as an ox, so she is,’ Liam assured him. ‘She’ll be all right.’ He resumed chatting to Leighton, something about steam ships, from what she could hear.

		She studied the box. It certainly looked like a jewellery box, about the size of a small travel trunk, made of dark wood with silver buckles and ornate swirls along each side. She turned the box so that the upright lid would hide what was inside from any prying eyes, and then slowly, carefully opened it.

		‘Another box,’ she whispered. But this one was smooth, featureless, metal and cold to the touch.

		Refrigerated. There had to be some kind of small power unit or battery inside.

		Her gloved fingers found a catch on the side and gently slid it back. Something inside the box clicked and the lid slowly raised with a barely audible hiss. A shallow fog of nitrogen wafted out of the box revealing a row of eight glass tubes, each six inches long and a couple of inches wide. She eased one of the glass tubes out of its holder and, still shielded by the lid of the jewellery box, inspected it closely. Through the glass she could see the murky pink growth solution and the faint pale outline of a curled-up human foetus.

		‘Hello there, little baby Bobs!’ she cooed softly, waggling her fingers down at the frozen embryo. ‘Auntie Maddy’s here.’

		The conversation in the corner was getting quite animated. Clearly Leighton had a passion for new-fangled things like steam ships and automobiles. And Liam was playing along nicely.

		Well done, Liam.

		She placed the glass tube back and closed the lid of the refrigerated case, lifting it out of the jewellery box and into her bag. She was about to close the lid of the jewellery box when she spotted a scrap of paper at the bottom. What she saw on it made her heart lurch.

		Her name.

		A note for me?

		She reached in and picked it up. Just a folded scrap of paper, a few words scrawled hurriedly on it.

		
			Maddy, look out for ‘Pandora’, we’re running out of time. Be safe and tell no one.

		

		‘How’re you doin’, my dear sister?’ called out Liam.

		‘I’m good,’ she replied, grabbing the scrap of paper, balling it up and tucking it into one of her gloves. She closed the box and lifted it back into the locker, much lighter now. She closed the door. ‘I’m all done here, Mr Leighton!’

		‘Ah, splendid!’ He came over with his jangling keys and locked the deposit box for her.

		‘Everything all right?’

		She glanced at Liam making a silly face at her over Leighton’s shoulder.

		‘Yes … yes, just fine, thank you.’

		A minute later they were exiting the bank on to Minna Street once more, Liam holding the bag for her.

		‘Nice enough chap,’ he said.

		She turned to look at him. ‘A dozen hours from now he’ll be dead.’

		‘Dead?’

		‘Yes, dead. That’s why the instructions said to ask for him specifically.’ She’d figured that out on the way back up the stairs. Because if anything happened, if the young man had caught a glimpse of anything inside the box, or heard either of them say anything suspicious … well, he’d hardly have time to do anything with that knowledge, would he? The agency once again cleverly covering its tracks.

		‘Jaayyzz. That seems not right to me,’ uttered Liam. ‘Not to warn him somehow.’

		Maddy didn’t like it either. ‘It’s how it is, Liam. It’s how it is.’

		As they walked up Minna Street towards the main thoroughfare, Liam attempted to lift the mood. ‘You got our little babies?’

		She nodded. ‘All in there. Baby Popsicles.’

		‘Baby what?’
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			CHAPTER 7

		2015, Texas

		Edward Chan and the rest of the touring party sat in the visitors’ reception room, munching on doughnuts and breakfast bagels and slurping orange juice from cartons as their tour guide, Mr Kelly, gave them an introductory presentation.

		‘The Texas Advanced Energy Research Institute … or TERI, as we call it for short, was established three years ago in 2012 when President Obama was re-elected. As you youngsters have been taught in school, the world is entering a new, tough and very challenging time. The world’s population is nearly eight billion, carbon emissions have gone off the chart, the world’s traditional energy sources – oil and gas – are rapidly running out. We need to change the way we live or … well, I’m sure you’ve seen enough doom and gloom forecasts on the news.’

		He paused. The reception room was silent except for the shuffling of one or two feet and the slurping of orange juice through straws.

		‘So, as you no doubt know, the institute was set up as part of the president’s advanced energy research programme. And over the last three years we’ve used the billions of dollars of taxpayers’ money set aside by this initiative to develop the wonderful facility you’re visiting today.

		‘We have some of the finest quantum physicists and mathematicians working here, and most of our research work has been to do with a thing called zero-point energy. I’m sure some of you must have heard that term in the news.’

		Edward looked around at the other kids. A few heads were nodding uncertainly. One of them – a boy a couple of years older than him, short and chubby with curly ginger hair parted at the side and brutally combed so that his hair kinked in waves to one side, reminding Edward of a Mr Whippy ice cream – raised a hand.

		‘Yes, er …?’ said Mr Kelly, raising his eyebrows.

		‘Franklyn.’

		‘Go ahead, Franklyn.’

		‘My dad says zero-point energy is just a bunch of wishful thinking. It’s like getting something for nothing. And that’s impossible in physics, nothing’s free.’

		Kelly laughed. ‘Well, Franklyn, that’s a good point, but you see that’s exactly what it is. It is a free lunch. And the idea that there’s such a thing as a free lunch isn’t a new one either. Remember Albert Einstein and his theory of relativity. Well, he argued that even in a complete vacuum there’s a great deal left there. It isn’t just empty space, there’s energy too, endless energy waiting to be tapped. Even the ancient Greeks suspected that we walk through an endless soup of energy. They called it “ether”. But the trick, kids … the trick has always been being able to isolate it, to measure it. Since it exists everywhere, it’s homogenous, isotropic … That’s to say it’s uniformly the same everywhere and in every direction.’

		The students stared at him in confused silence.

		‘Trying to measure zero-point energy is a bit like trying to weigh a glass of water under the ocean. You know? It’s the same inside the cup as it is outside … and therefore since there’s no measurable difference between what’s in and outside the cup, the logical statement to make would be the “cup has nothing in it”. Which would of course be wrong. So, we have a similar issue with measuring zero-point energy. Only by creating a proper vacuum – and I don’t mean just sucking the air out of a space, I mean a proper space-time vacuum, a tiny one – can we observe what it is that remains.’ He smiled his polished public relations smile. ‘The energy itself.

		‘And that’s what we have here at the TERI labs, a device that can create a proper space-time gap. A genuinely empty space.’

		Another hand went up.

		‘Yes?’

		‘Keisha Jackson.’

		‘Go ahead, Keisha.’

		‘How big a hole have you got?’ asked the girl. ‘Is it big enough to step inside?’

		‘Good Lord, no! No. It’s tiny. Very small. It doesn’t need to be big. It’s a pinprick.’

		One of the boys at the back giggled.

		‘Shortly, we’ll be going through into the main laboratory, where you’ll see the containment shielding that surrounds the area of experimentation. I believe the team is due to be opening a pinhole vacuum in the next half-hour.’ He splayed his hands. ‘Wanna go take a look-see?’

		Every head in the room wagged enthusiastically.
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			CHAPTER 8

		1906, San Francisco

		They returned to their alleyway with half an hour to spare, having spent an hour on the dockside watching the steam ships being loaded and unloaded, Maddy relishing every little detail of the past and giggling with unbridled delight as dockside workers knuckled their foreheads and doffed their caps at her politely as they walked past.

		‘Oh my God! I feel like some sort of duchess!’ she whispered out of the side of her mouth to Liam as they turned into the alley. ‘Everyone’s so … I dunno, so polite and proper back in this time.’

		He nodded. ‘Especially to a lady … like yourself.’ He nodded at her dress, her flamboyant hat with its ostrich feathers. ‘Them clothes mark you out as a lady of means. You know? A really posh lady, so you are. Now, if you’d found some dowdy dress that made you look common, them workers would’ve walked on past without a by-your-leave.’

		‘Oh, right … thanks,’ she said.

		Liam grimaced. ‘Ahhh, now see that came out all wrong-sounding, so it did. I didn’t mean to say it like that.’

		‘No, you’re probably right,’ she huffed. ‘I’ve always been plain-looking. I’m sure shoving on a frilly dress and some stupid feather hat isn’t going to make much of a difference.’

		They walked down the alley, sidestepping a toppled crate of festering cabbages until they reached the spot where they’d materialized several hours earlier.

		‘Seems harsh that, though,’ said Liam thoughtfully.

		‘What?’

		‘That fella back there, Leighton. You sure he’ll die?’

		She nodded. ‘Yes … it makes sense.’ Yes, it did. But it was the feel of … the feel of … ruthlessness that gnawed away at her; the agency seemed to know everything about everyone – and exploited that knowledge mercilessly. In less than eighteen hours the young man she’d been talking to would be nothing more than a twisted black carcass amid the smouldering remains of that bank.

		And I have to learn to deal with that, she told herself.

		Liam seemed to sense her turmoil. ‘Well, this is the job now, Mads. We don’t have much of a choice in the matter. Do we?’

		She looked at him and realized it wasn’t just the young bank teller that the agency was ruthlessly using, but Liam too. The side effects weren’t apparent yet: the onset of cellular corruption, the onset of premature old age. But they’d begin to show at some point, wouldn’t they? The more trips Liam was sent on into the past, the more damage it was going to do to his body, until, like Foster, one day he was going to be an old man before his time: his muscles wasted; his bones brittle, weakened and fragile; his organs irretrievably corrupted by the effects of time travel and one by one beginning to fail him.

		She so wanted to tell him. To warn him.

		How many more trips, Liam? How many before I’m looking at you and seeing a dying old man?

		But she couldn’t. Not yet. Foster had told her it would be unkind for him to know his fate too early.

		‘Let him enjoy the freedom of seeing history for a bit; seeing his future, his past … at least give him that for a while before you tell him he’s dying.’

		Liam smiled his lopsided smile. On the face of a grown man, it might have been called rakish, charming even. On him it looked just a little mischievous. ‘You all right there, Maddy?’

		‘Yeah.’ She nodded. ‘Yeah … I’m fine.’

		He let go of her arm and checked his timepiece. ‘Return window any second now.’

		Almost on cue, a gentle breeze whistled up the alley, sending the loose debris of rubbish skittering along the cobble-stones. A moment later, the air several yards from them shimmered like a heat haze: a ball of air twelve feet in diameter, hovering a foot off the ground. Through the portal she could just make out the twisting, undulating shapes of the archway beyond and Sal waiting impatiently for them.

		You have to tell him, sometime, Maddy. Tell him time travel will slowly kill him.

		She didn’t like the fact that Foster had left the decision to her. Having secrets like that, having something she couldn’t share with him or Sal.

		And what about that note?

		She could feel the lump of balled paper in her glove, something else she was being asked to keep from her friends. And why? And who was Pandora? She didn’t like that … it felt like she was being used.

		What? Like you just used that young bank teller?

		‘Come on, then,’ said Liam, stepping forward with the jewellery case in his hands.

		‘Liam?’

		He stopped. ‘What?’

		She could tell him about the note. She could also tell him about the damage time travel was silently wreaking on him. That every time he went back in time subtle corruption was occurring to every cell in his body, ageing him long before his time. She decided she’d want to know, to know that every time she’d stepped through a portal she was knocking perhaps five or ten years off her natural life. She’d want to at least be able to choose for herself whether she was prepared to make that sacrifice for the rest of mankind.

		‘What is it, Mads?’

		Or maybe Foster was right – she should keep the truth from him for as long as possible …

		She pulled her glasses out of her handbag and put them on, then took the silly bonnet off her head with its long, ridiculous ostrich feathers. All of a sudden, dressed in her tight corset and billowing lace skirts, she felt dishonest, a phoney, a fake and, her eyes meeting Liam’s, she felt like a liar.

		A worn-thin smile spread across her face. ‘Nothing, Liam. Let’s go home, eh?’
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			CHAPTER 9

		2001, New York

		‘Are you sure?’ shouted Sal.

		‘That’s what Bob says.’ Maddy’s voice echoed from the archway through the open door into the back room – ‘the hatchery’ as they called it now. ‘He says to attach the end of the protein-feed pipe to the growth candidate’s belly button.’

		‘How do we do that?’ Liam replied. ‘It’s not like there’s a socket to screw the thing into.’ The small slimy foetus squirmed gently in his hand, stirring in its slumber. He grimaced as it did, feeling small fragile bones shift beneath its paper-thin skin.

		It looked as vulnerable as a freshly hatched bird fallen from a nest, and yet he knew that this tiny, shifting, pale creature in the palm of his hand would soon be a seven-foot-tall leviathan, bulging with genetically enhanced muscles, with a deep, intimidating voice rumbling from a chest as broad as a beer barrel.

		‘Bob says you need to push the feed pipe through the belly button,’ Maddy’s voice came back.

		Sal’s lip curled. ‘You mean … like … as if we’re stabbing it?’ she called out.

		‘Well, obviously don’t stab it with the pipe!’ Maddy’s voice echoed back. ‘Gently do it!’

		Liam looked at Sal and shook his head. ‘I can’t do it. I’d be sick. Here …’ He passed the foetus to Sal.

		‘Oh, right … thanks, Liam.’

		Sal cradled the thing in her hand and then gingerly reached into the perspex growth tube beside them to retrieve
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