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You may remember that my dad died twice. As for me, I ended up having two twelfth birthdays, which sounds like a whole lot more fun. Trust me: it isn’t.

It all happened because I rebuilt my dad’s time machine. (Which looked nothing like you’d imagine, by the way. It was a laptop, a bunch of wires, a black box the size of a paperback book and a garden tub.)

You know those films when the nerdy hero does something brilliant with a computer and there’s a clock ticking down because the bomb’s about to go off, and his fingers are flying over the keyboard, sweat pouring down his face, music, lights flashing, a klaxon blaring, and then he hits the button with two seconds to spare and saves the world?

Well, it wasn’t like that. It was a lot more boring: there were no flashing lights, no warning klaxon. I didn’t actually do anything except ask an artificial-intelligence bot to fix the damaged computer program, and even that was Carly’s idea.

(Oh yeah, Carly’s back in the picture: more of her later.)

Still, it worked – only not perfectly. Very imperfectly, as it turned out.

Which goes some way to explaining why we are in a cave, many millions of years ago, being eyed up as a potential lunch by a family of dinosaurs.

Who is this ‘we’? Well, there’s me, my hamster (Alan Shearer, remember him?), a small tortoise (Tortellini, don’t ask), my former stepsister Carly, and the soon-to-be-eaten Paulie MacFaddyen – the nephew of Macca, the meanest kid I ever met back in 1984.

None of it’s my fault, I should say. Definitely not my fault. Apart from the rebuilding-the-time-machine bit.

Last time I time-travelled, all I did was sit in a zinc garden tub, type in some code and hit ‘enter’ on the old laptop and then it just kind of happened. There was a slight misting of my vision for a few seconds, as though looking through steam, and that was it: 1984, here I come!

This time, though, it goes on for ages. Everything is dark. The air seems to swirl around us while Grandpa Byron’s electric tuk-tuk – a vehicle a bit like a golf buggy – vibrates. I hear Carly moan.

‘Al? Al? Is this meant to happen? Can you stop it?’

No and no are the answers to that, but I don’t say it aloud.

‘Woss goin’ on, Chow?’ says Paulie MacFaddyen in his strong Geordie accent.

‘Al, I think I’m gonna be …’ followed by the unmistakable sound of Carly throwing up, although it’s too dark to see much.

Still it continues. Ten seconds? Longer? As my namesake Albert Einstein said, ‘Time is an illusion.’

‘Can anyone else smell spew?’ says Paulie. ‘Ah … gross! You’ve puked all over me feet. Ergh, I’ve just put me hand in it!’

‘Al, for goodness’ sake, make it STOP!’ screams Carly and, as if in response, that is when the vibrating stops and the light returns. We all stare out, panting, at a bleak landscape dotted with clumps of tall ferns and low twisted trees.

Paulie looks up, his eyes wide with astonishment. ‘What the …? How? How’ja do that? Is this VR or summit?’ He steps down cautiously from the tuk-tuk and crouches to touch the sandy earth. ‘Whoa!’ he gasps, and he reaches his arms out as if exploring the limits of the illusion.

We’re on the edge of a swamp. Behind us, dark, dense trees sprout from marshy earth and a flat dry plain stretches ahead of us. About a hundred metres away, the land slopes steeply down to a grey sea. Everything is lit by pale late-afternoon sun and I just know what Carly’s reaction will be. She’ll say, ‘Wow. Frea-key!’

Except she doesn’t.

She turns, her face contorted with fear, and screams, ‘What have you done, Al, you complete flaming pinhead?’

I’m asking myself the same question. None of this was meant to happen. Consequently, I find myself getting defensive.

‘What have I done? Me? I haven’t done anything. It’s this massive brain-fart here who … who …’ I point at Paulie, then realise that I don’t know what I’m talking about. ‘What did you do?’

Paulie’s fake hardman swagger is nowhere to be seen. The wonder has vanished from his face too and his voice has taken on a nervous bleat. ‘Me? I … I didn’t do nowt. I only came to play wi’ your flippin’ hamster, so calm doon. I’m the one wi’ spew all over me—’

‘Calm down?’ says Carly. ‘How dare you! Something’s gone wrong with his time machine and you’re telling me to calm down?’

‘Wi’ his … what?’ says Paulie.

Carly is breathing heavily through her nose like an angry bull, and she and Paulie stare at each other, both of them terrified and furious.

I say, ‘This was not, erm … intentional.’

‘Oh, no kidding?’ says Carly, sarcastically. She releases the air in her lungs with an exasperated sigh.

Paulie has regained some of his confidence and juts out his chin. ‘Did she just say “time machine”, Chow?’

‘Yeah. Yeah, she did.’ I sigh.

‘Hello? I’m here, you know. Name’s Carly.’

Paulie ignores her. ‘You’re kiddin’? Ha’way, man, y’can just turn it off, can’t you? It’s pretty good, though. I mean – no goggles, helmets. Did y’make this yourself, Chow? How come you never told me? I’m supposed to be yer best mate. I saw this thing once on KlickMe …’

I’ve tuned out. Chow is Paulie’s nickname for me. Short for my last name, Chaudhury. I hate it. Every time he calls me ‘Chow’, I’m reminded of Macca, his horrible Uncle Paul, back in 1984. It was my dad’s nickname too. ‘Best mate’ freaked me out as well because I hardly know Paulie. I’ll explain in a bit.

I interrupt his story about something he once saw on KlickMe and say, ‘Carly’s right. About the time travel. Well, we say “time travel”, although …’

But I’m not sure I want – or am even able – to explain in more detail. Not yet.

Paulie says, ‘Although what?’ He takes an aggressive step towards me and I flinch. ‘What?’ he repeats.

So, as simply as I can, I tell him. My dad invented a sort of time machine that seems, on this occasion, to have malfunctioned. To say the least. I think Paulie more or less believes me. He kind of has to because about a minute ago we were in my garage and now we’re not. His flash of aggression dies down and he does his nervous squint, like a huge blink that contorts his face.

He says, ‘You’re gonna gerrus back, yeah? I mean, from wherever we are?’

‘Of course,’ I say with more confidence than I feel.

I turn back to the tuk-tuk. My hamster, Alan Shearer, is safe in the bottom of a lidless yellow cool box wedged beneath the rear seat. On the seat is the key to it all – the laptop that I lift out, wiping some of Carly’s sick off it with my sleeve. The blistered screen is blank. There are, so far as I can tell at this stage, only two reasons why that might be. The first is that the whole thing has broken, burned out. That would mean we were stuck here forever. Out loud, I voice the second possibility.

‘I think …’ I begin hesitantly, ‘I think the battery has run down.’

‘Oh, fantastic, Al, you total chump,’ snaps Carly. ‘Didn’t you charge it?’

‘Of course I did. It’s just … all of that … that stuff that happened just now must have depleted the charge super-quick. It’ll recharge from the tuk-tuk battery. I’m, erm … certain.’

I turn the switch on the front panel of the tuk-tuk. Nothing happens.

‘We’ll have to wait for it to recharge from the solar panel on the roof. It might take a while. Look: the solar charger light is on at least.’ I point to the panel where a tiny blue light indicates that the recharging is underway. ‘At a guess, the time-counter malfunctioned and we just kept going back into the past until the battery drained. Then we stopped.’

The three of us eye one another.

Paulie squints again. ‘You’re not kiddin’, are you, Chow?’ Again there’s that wobble of fear in his voice. I can’t blame him for being scared. I am too.

I shake my head. ‘It looks like we’ve ended up where no one lives.’

I’m not sure if I have ever been anywhere where there’s no sign of humans at all. There are no houses or roads, no ploughed fields, or planted hedges, or telegraph poles, or electricity pylons, or wind turbines, or even litter … Nothing.

‘Wherever we are, it’s flippin’ cold,’ says Carly, hugging herself. ‘How long till that thing charges again?’

‘A few hours, at a guess?’ I say. Carly and Paulie both take out their phones.

‘Oh great. No power, no nothing,’ Carly says, tapping the screen repeatedly.

‘Me neither,’ says Paulie.

Carly tuts and then screams as a massive bird swoops down from behind us, skimming close to her head before flapping off with a strange, growling squawk. Carly cowers with her arms over her head. ‘What was that?’

Paulie follows the bird with his gaze and its huge wings make a loud snap like a sail in the wind. It joins two others high in the sky. ‘That’s norra bird that I recognise.’

‘You know birds?’ says Carly, lowering her arms cautiously. She stares warily at the sky. ‘Didn’t have you down as a twitcher.’

He gives her a dark look. ‘Didn’t have you down as a pain in the neck, but we live and learn. I know a bit. Enough to think that there’s summit up wi’ them.’

Still keeping a wary eye on the circling birds, Carly heads towards the cliff. Paulie and I hang back while I dislodge the cool box containing my hamster. I say to him, ‘If they’re not birds, then what are they?’ He doesn’t answer at first, instead craning his neck upwards towards the creatures. ‘Paulie?’

‘Hm? What? Dunno for sure.’ He puffs out his cheeks, then adds, ‘No one knows, really.’ He sees my puzzled expression. ‘Reptiles, Chow. Reptiles. Sorta related to birds, but … not birds, if y’know what I mean.’

‘Not really.’

‘Put it this way: think of them like dinosaurs.’

‘Di … dinosaurs?’

‘Aye.’

‘And you know this how?’

He shrugs. ‘KlickMe. There’s a section called DinoKlick and, well … them’s dinosaurs.’

‘D-dinosaurs?’ I say again.

He glances around as though someone might hear, then squints. ‘Are you scared, Chow?’

He is scared. It’s obvious. Why wouldn’t he be? And so I lie.

‘Scared? Me? Nah. The battery’ll charge up. Just gorra wait.’

Gorra wait. I talk more Geordie with Paulie. I don’t even know why. As for being scared: I’m absolutely terrified.
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Carly stands where the land slopes sharply down to a grey beach, her shoulders hunched, her long hair and oversized black coat flapping in the breeze and casting a long shadow behind her. At the bottom of the slope, a deep crack in the rock forms a kind of triangular cave.

She sniffs deeply as though she’s been crying and her mascara is smudged. ‘How far back in time have we come, Al?’ she says without turning round. ‘If that’s what we’ve done?’

I look back at the dry, pebbly expanse I walked across and then back down at the sand. Paulie has scrambled down the small cliff and is swishing his feet in the water to clean the sick off.

I say, ‘According to Paulie, millions of years.’

She gives me a look as if to say: Why on earth should we believe him?

I put down the cool box and take out Alan Shearer. There’s a shallow puddle next to my foot and I watch while he has a drink.

Suddenly one of the birds that we saw before swoops up the side of the cliff next to me and plucks up my hamster in its long claws. It is already regaining height when I scream and run forward, arms outstretched, startling the bird enough that it drops its prey. Alan Shearer lands a few metres away and – seemingly unharmed – scuttles under a rock.

The bird circles back and lands a few paces from us, folding its papery wings into its back and fixing the rock with a huge black eye. Close up, it’s unlike any bird I’ve ever seen, with a fat, hooked beak like a parrot and coarse grey feathers. I dart to the rock and lift it to reveal my hamster beneath, and I gather him in my hands.

‘Go on!’ I shout at the bird and I stamp my foot. ‘Go away!’ It cocks its head curiously, but doesn’t move.

‘Frea-key!’ breathes Carly, taking a step back. ‘What even is that?’ 

‘Paulie, erm … Paulie reckons it’s a dinosaur. But—’

‘A dinosaur?’

‘Look – it’s got feathers. Which places it – and us – in, well … the Cretaceous period. Maybe.’

Carly’s face barely moves as she repeats the word Cretaceous. Then she starts to make her way down the slope to get away from the bird.

‘It’s a period of prehistory,’ I say as I follow her, holding the cool box. ‘You know Jurassic Park? The Jurassic period came before the Cretaceous.’

‘How do you two even know this stuff? Are you both in the same kiddie dinosaur club or something?’

I ignore her sneering. ‘Pregnant camels often sit down carefully, perhaps their joints creak,’ I say in response.

She stops to face me and says, ‘Are you messing with me? What have pregnant camels got to do with …’

‘Grandpa Byron taught me that. It’s a … a menny-monic. The first letters of the words help you to remember the periods. So: Precambrian, Cambrian, Ordovician, Silurian, Devonian, erm … Carboniferous, Permian, Triassic …’

‘Yeah, yeah, I get it. I think. And the word is mnemonic. Silent “m”. It’s just a relief we’re not in the Jurassic era,’ says Carly. ‘The last thing I wanna do is meet any of the monsters that were in that film.’

‘Ah, but you see … Whoa, steady on!’

The bird has started to hop down towards us on scaly, muscular legs. We descend further towards Paulie on the shore, but it keeps coming, stopping a few paces away. It opens and closes its batlike wings and then stretches its neck forward. I’m sure it knows that the cool box contains a tasty snack, and once again I flap an arm and stamp to discourage it. It makes a gurgling growl and takes a heavy step further down the cliff.

Slowly, I crouch and, without taking my eyes from the bird, feel with my hand for a rock to throw at it.

‘And I’m not in any dinosaur club, either,’ I say to Carly. ‘Some people just know stuff and remember it.’

Straightening up, I take aim and draw back my hand when Carly shouts, ‘Al! Stop! No!’ and clambers back up the cliff towards me.

The commotion has been enough to stop the bird’s advance. Apparently giving up, it stretches out its wings and takes two lumbering steps to get airborne. We follow its progress flying low over the sea, then it glides down to land gracefully on the surface of the water. I’m still clutching the rock.

‘Look,’ says Carly. I follow her eyes to what I am holding and I nearly drop it with astonishment. It’s not a stone but the shell of a small tortoise. Smooth and shiny on the dome, with dark brown and orange swirls and a creamy underside. I hold it flat on my palm.

Carly whistles in admiration. ‘It’s beautiful. Do you think there’s a tortoise in there?’

As if to answer her question, from the end nearest to my fingers there appears a wrinkled head, followed by two tiny, creased legs.

‘Ohmigosh!’ squeaks Carly. ‘She’s gorgeous!’

‘How do you know it’s a she?’ I say. I put my head close, admiring the pale orange spots on the leathery brown skin.

‘I don’t. But it’s just as likely as being a he, so … why not?’ Carly reaches out and lifts the tortoise from my hand, causing it – okay, causing her – to pull in her head and legs.

Suddenly there’s a huge splash and a squawk from where the dinosaur bird had landed. We both turn to see a disturbance in the sea. Seconds later, the water is flat again, only with no bird bobbing on the surface.

‘What the …?’ says Carly. ‘He was … she was …’

Exactly where the dino-bird disappeared, two shapes have appeared just above the surface of the water. They soon take on the form of heads, one of them holding the flapping bird in its long snout. They rise further, as though they are now walking on the seabed. Both heads are fully exposed, then the one holding the bird tips its head back and its neck bulges as, still wriggling, the bird slides down its throat.

‘That,’ declares Carly, ‘is super-gross.’

Paulie has run to join us. ‘Did you see that?’ he gasps.

The three of us retreat up the beach as the creatures slowly advance in the shallows. Their heads are narrow, their yellow-brown snouts tapering to a sharp point. Jutting out of their rounded grey-brown bodies are triangular penguin flippers that end in two curved claws. Each has a long, thick tail protruding from the water. The creatures don’t seem to have noticed us. Together, they turn back to the sea and open their mouths to squawk in unison, a high, coarse whine.

Carly says, ‘It’s like they’re calling for someone.’

‘I wish you hadn’t said that, Carly,’ I murmur.

She’s hardly got the words out of her mouth when there’s a motion in the water several metres further out. Another shape breaks through the surface, head first, followed by a vast, conical tail, and then the whole beast emerges, identical but much bigger: a monstrous animal, three, maybe four metres tall, with seawater cascading off its back and sides, its tail swishing in the water and causing waves that, seconds later, break on the shore. Its snout alone is as big as my outstretched arms and when it opens its mouth to reveal teeth the size of my hand I find my knees weakening. The monster shuts it again with a loud clack and strides towards the smaller creatures.

‘It’s their mam,’ croaks Paulie. ‘And she’s …’

He tails off as the adult dinosaur turns her massive head away from her young and looks towards us. I can see the nostrils on top of her snout open and close as she sniffs the air. Seconds later, the two young creatures do the same.

‘She’s smelling us,’ says Carly as the mother beast takes another stride nearer the shore. Paulie has already started retreating further, scrambling towards the cliff and the cavelike fissure in the rock.

I don’t need to think twice, for the three creatures are now stomping out of the water with a strange waddling motion, the younger pair screeching in excitement.

The cave entrance is small, and we have to crouch to get further in. After a metre or two it opens up a bit and we can all hunch near the back, with a perfect view of the creatures coming up the sand, straight at us. At the entrance, they stop, and the smallest one, about my height, lowers its head and takes two steps into the cave, baring its teeth.

It can get no further without crouching, and – for whatever reason – it doesn’t do this. Maybe it can’t. Instead, it gives an angry scream and backs out unsteadily as its mother approaches the entrance. I swear I feel the sand beneath my feet tremble with every massive step she takes.

Her bulk almost blocks out the rest of the light coming into the cave and my insides bubble with fear.

The dinosaur lowers her head, turning it to peer inside with a vast amber eye the size of a football. A deep, scabbed gash beneath it looks like a recent injury. Then she blinks and shoves her snout into the cave, making us retreat further. Her scaly top lip curls back to reveal yellow, cracked teeth strung with strands of seaweed. Then she roars – a stinking, honking scream that echoes round the cave, her snout snap-snapping. If I reach out, I could actually put my fist in the moist, steaming nostril.

Paulie has thrown his stubby arms round me, which would definitely be odd in other circumstances. On my other side, Carly does the same and the three of us clutch one another in terror, cowering against the damp back wall of the cave.

‘Al?’ yells Carly in my ear. ‘Just remind me how the heck we ended up here. Because, you know, I wouldn’t wanna die without understanding.’

How did we end up here?

It’s a good question. So let me tell you.
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I had been ‘back’ about three weeks.

By this, I mean back from my first episode of time travelling in a modified garden tub, accompanied by my pet hamster, Alan Shearer – the one to prevent my dad’s death.

That’s when I tracked down my former stepsister Carly.

She didn’t know me, of course. But to understand why, you have to know a little bit about what I’m calling time travel. Don’t worry: I don’t mean the science of it. Even I don’t understand that properly. All I really know is that I changed the universe. Trouble is, I’m not at all sure the universe is very happy about it.

You see, in the world I now live in …


1. My dad didn’t die. I sent a letter ‘back in time’ to save his life. That means:

2. Mum didn’t end up getting remarried to a colleague from work. (He was called Steve and in a different life he became my stepdad while Carly, his daughter, became my stepsister.) That means:

3. My whole life is different from how it was before.



That’s what I wanted, wasn’t it?

So why do I feel like a stranger in my own life?

On my phone was a photograph of Carly that I took before I did the whole time-travel thing. I kind of forgot that I’d taken it: there was a lot going on. Anyway, it popped up on my phone the first
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Travel back to the original adventure!

On Al Chaudhury’s twelfth birthday his beloved Grandpa Byron gives him a letter from Al’s late father. In it Al receives a mission: travel back to 1984 in a secret time machine and save his father’s life.

Al soon discovers that time travel requires daring and imagination. It also requires lies, theft, setting his school on fire and ignoring philosophical advice from Grandpa Byron. All without losing his pet hamster, Alan Shearer …

Click on the cover to read more.
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The year is 2425. Centuries after a catastrophic meteor collision, nature has retaken the earth. In a small town in what was once England, young Ocean Mooney and the monkey-owning Duke Smiff have just dug up a 400-year-old tablet computer.

Meanwhile, in the present day, Thomas Reeve and his genius cousin Kylie create the Time Tablet – a device which they hope will allow them to communicate with the future.

But when the Time Tablet malfunctions live on television, Thomas and Kylie are sucked into the year 2425 – and have only 24 hours to return home, and save the future of humanity …

Click on the cover to read more.
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When twelve-year-olds Willa and Manny hear of a mysterious animal prowling their town, they are determined to prove it is real. Following the creature into a cave one full moon, they are swept into an alternate, ideal, world – one where pollution and conflict have been conquered decades ago and even their own families seem happier.

But when they return, no one believes them. So, with a global war looming in their own world, their quest for proof of the Sideways World becomes ever-more urgent, in a nail-biting race against time.

And Willa and Manny will have to make an impossible decision: because once you find a perfect world, can you ever leave it behind …?

Click on the cover to read more.
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When eleven-year-old Malky and his younger brother Seb become the owners of a “Dreaminator”, they are thrust into worlds beyond their wildest imagination.

From tree-top flights and Spanish galleons, to thrilling battles and sporting greatness – it seems like nothing is out of reach when you can share a dream with someone else.

But … impossible dreams come with incredible risks, and when Seb won’t wake up and is taken to hospital in a coma, Malky is forced to leave reality behind and undertake a final, terrifying journey to the stone-age to wake his brother …

Click on the cover to read more.
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Turning invisible at will: it’s one way of curing your acne. But far more drastic than thirteen-year-old Ethel Leatherhead intended when she tried a combination of untested medicines and a sunbed.

It’s fun at first, being invisible. And aided by her friend Boydy, she manages to keep her extraordinary ability secret. Or does she …?

When one day the invisibility fails to wear off, Ethel is thrown into a nightmare of lies and deception as she struggles to keep herself safe, to find the remedy that will make her seen again – and solve the mystery of her own birth …

Click on the cover to read more.
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