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		Survival

		ST MAGDALENE’S SCHOOL,
			LONDON

THURSDAY 14 MARCH AD 2013

		
			I watched in horror as his lips suddenly curved into a sadistic smile. I knew that
				the moment had come. He would offer no mercy. His eyes were filled with savage
				pleasure.
		

		
			How did he find out about us? Who betrayed us? I tried to see past him, tried to
				find Seth. But Cassius’s vicious face filled my vision …
		

		
			And then the flash of silver … the knife glinting in the moonlight. The
				knife he’d brought to kill me. He laughed, relishing the moment. I would not
				show fear. I refused to give him that satisfaction.
		

		
			And then I felt the heat of the blade as it sliced along my throat.
		

		
			I couldn’t even scream …
		

		‘Eva! Wake up! Eva … can
			you hear me?’

		Rose Marley, the school matron, stood over
			me. I tried to catch my breath, but I was looking around the room frantically.

		‘Seth?’ I choked.
			‘Where’s Seth?’

		‘I sent Seth back to his room to get
			some sleep, Eva. He hasn’t left your side for hours! I’ve never seen such
			stamina! I don’t know why, but he seemed convinced that we were about to lose
			you!’

		Oh, Rose. If only you knew how close to the
			truth you were. Seth had been so sure that I wouldn’t survive his kiss. Yet here I
			was. His virus hadn’t claimed me. I was still at St Magdalene’s. Still
			alive.

		‘How long have I been
			asleep?’

		‘Hmmm …’ Rose consulted her
			watch. ‘About fourteen hours. Must be your record!’

		So that’s why Seth had felt able to
			leave. If he was as lethal as he thought, I would be dead by now.

		Suddenly the sheer joy of this realization
			made me want to laugh out loud. And if that wasn’t reason enough, Rose
			Marley’s expression was priceless – a mixture of bewilderment and
			exasperation.

		‘Honestly, girl,’ she muttered.
			‘One minute you’re screaming, the next you’re laughing. What am I to
			do with you?’

		‘Nothing, Rose!’ I grinned.
			‘Everything’s going to be fine now, I’m sure of it.’

		Rose shook her head, straightened up and
			walked over to the window. The light was seeping through the curtains.

		‘What time is it?’ I asked.

		‘About twelve. Nearly
			lunchtime.’

		‘What day?’

		‘Thursday.’

		I groaned. ‘I should be in
			biology.’

		‘We’ll talk about you going back
			to classes after lunch.’

		‘Aw, Rose!’ I whined.
			‘You’re treating me like an invalid again!’

		‘Oh, excuse me!’ snorted Rose.
			‘I must be mixing you up with the girl who stopped breathing a couple of weeks
			ago!’

		I rolled my eyes. ‘OK if the invalid
			takes a shower?’ I asked in the sweetest voice I could muster.

		She reached over and checked my blood
			pressure. ‘Fine. Just don’t lock the door.’

		Throwing back the duvet, I pulled myself out
			of bed. Hmm. No dizziness. Definitely feeling better.

		‘Lunch is ready, so come down as soon
			as you’re done,’ she called, making her way downstairs. I grabbed my towel
			and headed for the bathroom.

		As I stood under the water, all my fears
			seemed to evaporate into its steamy comfort. I closed my eyes and deepened my
			contentment by thinking of Seth: his beautiful face; his strong body; and the perfect
			kiss we had just shared – and survived. The headiness of the physical sensations came
			flooding back … the smell of him; the sweetness of his breath; the softness of
			his mouth; the familiar warmth of his arms as they curled round me. And then I was
			overwhelmed once more by the mind-blowing knowledge that I was still here. I’d got
			to live. And to keep Seth! How cool was that?

		I wrapped myself in a warm fluffy towel and
			padded back to my room. After quickly slipping on jeans and a T-shirt, I was just
			combing out my wet hair when there was a quiet knock on the door.

		‘Eva?’ whispered a familiar
			voice. A moment later I was smiling into those clear blue eyes. His arms enveloped me
			and I was back where I belonged.

		‘Oh, Eva,’ he breathed into my
			hair, ‘I just had to come and make sure you were still here.’

		I grinned up at him. ‘Can’t get
			rid of me that easily!’

		Then his mouth was suddenly on mine and I
			was transported. The St Magdalene’s medical block slipped away and we were back in
			our green meadow, insects buzzing, birds singing, the fragrance of grass and wild
			flowers filling the air.

		‘Eva!’ a voice called from the
			distance.

		The meadow disappeared. I was once more in
			my room, Seth standing warily in front of me … Rose calling from the bottom of
			the stairs. ‘Are you ever coming down?’

		Seth grinned and put a finger to his
			lips.

		‘How did you get past her?’

		He shrugged enigmatically.

		‘I’ll engineer a diversion
			downstairs so you can slip out!’

		‘Don’t worry,’ he smiled,
			‘I can manage my escape without any tactical manoeuvres.’

		‘Will I see you in art history this
			afternoon?’ I still couldn’t quite believe he was real.

		‘Will Rose let you out?’

		‘She’d better not try stopping
			me,’ I pronounced. He turned to leave again, but I couldn’t bear to let him
			go. I gripped on to his shirt and reached up to touch his face. So perfect.

		‘EVA! Are you all
			right?’ called Rose from downstairs. I heard her feet begin to mount the
			steps.

		‘Just coming, Rose,’ I called
			back quickly, reluctantly releasing him and heading slowly for the door. The last thing
			I needed was her catching Seth in my bedroom. I turned my head to snatch one final
			glimpse of him and again almost lost my resolve. How could I leave him? I’d only
			just found him. He seemed to be feeling the same way, because within
			moments I was back in his arms.

		‘I can’t let you go,’ he
			murmured against my lips.

		‘You have to,’ I smiled, but
			continued to hold him tight.

		‘Eva Koretsky! Do I have to come
				up there and get you?’

		I sighed, as Seth’s arms fell
			reluctantly away.

		‘I’ll get out of here as soon as
			I can,’ I muttered, and headed downstairs.

		An hour later I was triumphantly crossing
			the quad to art history. Before I got halfway, Rob Wilmer stepped in beside me.

		‘Eva, you’re looking
			great!’ he said with a grin. ‘How’re you doing?’

		I nodded happily. ‘Good, thanks.
			Really good!’

		‘Brilliant!’ he said, squeezing
			my arm – and leaving his hand attached. I shot him an uneasy glance.

		‘I could have done with you in biology
			this morning,’ he chatted on obliviously. ‘I’m not getting bacterial
			cell polarity at all.’

		We’d nearly reached the art history
			room when I felt the familiar warm presence behind me. I turned round delightedly, but
			Seth’s face was like thunder, his eyes entirely focused on Rob’s hand hooked
			round my arm.

		An instant later, Rob, barely aware yet that
			Seth was there, dropped his hand as though it had been scalded.

		Weird.

		Rob stood looking down at his hand in
			confusion. I glanced up at Seth’s face, but it was inscrutable. And then
			Seth’s arm was round me and my world tipped back into balance. He propelled us to
			seats near the front and I settled comfortably into his warmth.

		When Dr Lofts turned out the lights, I did my
			best to concentrate on the amazing colour of the Fauve paintings she was introducing. It
			might have been an easier task if Seth hadn’t been sitting so close. I was just
			about managing to keep my eyes on the screen, when our hands accidentally touched – and
			suddenly another set of images superimposed themselves on to the darkened
			room … A Roman forum … Seth standing in front of me, a big cloak
			slung round his shoulders, the glimpse of white toga underneath.

		When the noises of the forum began to
			overpower the sound of Dr Lofts’s lesson, I knew I was in real danger of slipping.
			I could feel my breath coming too quick and shallow, my pulse too fast. I grabbed on to
			the seat, willing myself back in the room. But the seat wasn’t there.

		‘Eva?’ Seth was holding me by my
			shoulders. But which Seth? I didn’t know where I was now. I began to panic.

		‘Eva, breathe. Slow deep breaths. Can
			you hear me?’

		I tried to do as the voice instructed. Deep
			breaths. In. Out. I didn’t want to be in the forum, something terrifying waited
			for me there … Slow deep breaths … Slow deep breaths … To
			my relief the market place started to dissipate and the sounds of the classroom regained
			supremacy. I opened my eyes and Seth was right there. My Seth. My now Seth.
			Unfortunately, so were a few other people. Including Dr Lofts.

		‘Everything all right?’
			She’d stopped her presentation and was looming over us.

		‘Everything’s fine, Dr
			Lofts,’ Seth answered quickly.

		‘Perhaps you should take Eva outside
			for a breath of air.’

		‘Are you OK to walk, baby?’ Seth
			murmured.

		I nodded shakily, and with his support I
			made my undignified exit. Seth led me over to a bench, sat me down and
			then squatted in front of me. ‘Eva – where did you go?’

		‘The forum … I was meeting
			you. But everything hurt … and I was s-so scared …’

		Seth’s eyes narrowed furiously.
			‘Cassius!’ he spat.

		Dark images began flooding my brain.
			Cassius – his hot stinking breath against my face – his heavily ringed hand smashing
			into my jaw … the impact throwing me back against the wall …

		‘Eva –’ That compelling voice –
			but too far away … and Cassius’s grasp so tight – now wielding his
			silver-studded stick, his eyes glinting with ruthless purpose.

		‘Eva – don’t let him take you
			back … Listen to me, baby … You’re safe. Can you hear
			me?’

		Seth. Slamming through the darkness, pushing
			away the vicious laughter … His warm arms round me, his body still and
			strong.

		I was shivering, but his hands softly rubbed
			my back while his voice whispered sweet, familiar Greek words – a comforting combination
			that gently hauled me back to my life. My happy life.

		‘Hi!’ he smiled when I finally
			stopped shaking.

		I reached up and kissed him. ‘Thank
			you,’ I whispered.

		‘Hey, Eva – you did really well this
			time.’

		I snorted. ‘In what possible way did I
			just do really well?’

		‘No ambulance, no blackout! You found
			your way back from one of the bad places,’ he said. ‘That’s the first
			time, I think.’

		I blinked up at him. It hadn’t felt
			like much of a victory.

		‘It may mean you’re gaining
			control over that life.’

		I squeezed his hands. ‘It’s
			going to be OK, isn’t it?’

		‘We’re together – of course
			it’s going to be OK!’

		‘I just wish I understood what’s
			happening – what happened to me.’

		‘Me too. But we do know one thing. The
			fever is the key. Once we understand that, we’ll understand it all.’

		‘There is something we know about
			it …’ I smiled, laying my head on his shoulder.

		‘What’s that?’ he asked,
			touching my temple with his lips.

		‘… It isn’t as lethal as
			you thought!’

		‘You mean the kiss?’ he
			murmured, gazing out across the quad. ‘I don’t really understand quite how
			you survived that,’ he admitted, squeezing my hand. ‘Unless I misunderstood
			what Matthias told me …’

		‘Matthias?’ I queried. The name
			rang a bell.

		Seth’s face hardened. ‘Er –
			nobody,’ he sighed. ‘Just someone I used to –’ Then he shook his head
			and shrugged. ‘Anyway, he led me to believe that the infection wasn’t only
			transmitted by blood.’

		‘Which is what you’d previously
			thought?’

		Seth shrugged. ‘I know very
			little …’ he admitted.

		I sighed. ‘And I’ve done
			everything I can to find out about my illness, but I just keep drawing
			blanks.’

		‘Drawing blanks?’

		I grinned. It was so easy to forget English
			wasn’t his first language. ‘Coming up against dead ends?’

		He blinked, bewildered.

		‘Hitting walls?’

		He shook his head and laughed.
			‘I’m guessing that you’re trying to find an elegant way of saying you
			haven’t found the answer yet either?’

		I play-punched him on the shoulder. ‘OK,
			Mr Brilliant. Any suggestions?’

		‘Of course – we need to work together.
			Two perspectives. Two journeys. Two heads. Together we’ll crack this
			thing.’

		‘Crack this thing?’ I mocked,
			but that was all I got to say, because he had decided to shut me up with a kiss and I
			wasn’t going to argue with that.
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		Celebration

		PARALLON

		Matthias was creating vase after vase of
			fragrant roses. In shades of pink. Because pink was Georgia’s favourite colour.
			And he was trying to get this right. He surveyed the room with satisfaction. The walls
			were festooned with swathes of ribbon and flowers. The table creaked under the weight of
			the sumptuous banquet. It was nearly time.

		According to Georgia’s calculations it
			was now 25 July – her nineteenth birthday. Of course her dates didn’t tally with
			anyone else’s in Parallon, but she really didn’t care. Neither did Matthias.
			He was always ready to celebrate. Celebrations were fun and they were a good
			distraction. And he was after distraction.

		‘Oh, they’re beautiful!’
			gasped Georgia, as she clunked a large jug of punch on to the table.

		Matthias smiled, then frowned as he noticed
			that she’d also added two plates of sausages on sticks and several bowls of
			crisps.

		‘I can’t get used to the
			disgusting eating habits of your century,’ he sighed, kissing the top of her
			head.

		‘Are you planning to get changed?’
			she asked, looking pointedly at his tunic. She couldn’t believe he still preferred
			to walk around in his weird Roman clothes.

		‘It’s your birthday – what would
			you have me wear?’

		‘You may regret that question!’
			she laughed, as Matthias’s tunic was suddenly replaced by a blue shirt and chinos.
			He raised his eyebrows, but she was shaking her head. ‘No – not right. Too
			conservative.’

		He looked down to find he now wore a white
			T-shirt and jeans.

		‘Are we done?’ he groaned. Her
			head was cocked ominously to one side. She was still considering. A moment later he was
			sporting a dinner suit and black tie.

		Georgia surveyed him with approval.
			‘Perfect! Now hold the fort while I get myself dressed.’ And she swept out
			again.

		Matthias was just about to pour himself a
			drink when Clare crept in.

		‘Has she gone?’ she hissed.
			‘I need to do the cake!’

		‘What cake?’

		‘Duh! Matt! The birthday
			cake!’

		Matt gazed in fascination as Clare
			experimented with options.

		‘Too much?’ she asked, as a
			huge, white, three-tiered, sugar-frosted confection appeared in the middle of the table.
			‘I’ve been designing it for days!’

		‘That can’t be edible,’
			breathed Matthias. ‘What are all those little flowers made of?’

		‘Sugar! Now hands off!’

		He’d never seen anything like it, and
			just couldn’t resist grabbing a corner flower and popping it into his mouth, but
			instead of slapping his fingers, as he’d expected, Clare stood
			frowning at the cake distractedly.

		‘Matt – d-do you think Seth might put
			in an appearance tonight?’

		‘No, Clare, I don’t.’ He
			tried to walk away, but she grabbed his arm.

		‘Why did he go, Matt? W-was it me? Was
			it something I said? He’s been away so long … and I’ve looked
			everywhere for him. You must know – y-you’re his b-best f-friend …’

		Was, thought Matt bitterly. He
			hadn’t told anyone why Seth had left. How could he? It would mean admitting that
				he was to blame. And the infuriating part was that he hadn’t done
			anything wrong. Matt hadn’t abused the vortex as Seth claimed. He’d
			made use of it. In the best possible way. He’d given Winston, Elena and all the
			others a great gift – the gift of immortality – in an incredible, magical place where
			everything was possible. The fact that he’d had to kill them in their original
			world and time was immaterial. They would, after all, have died sooner or later.

		I bet if I told Clare about the stupid
				argument, she’d agree with me, thought Matt bitterly, but he was unable
			to test that theory because it would mean exposing the vortex, and Seth had made him
			swear never to reveal the nature or whereabouts of the unique doorway. And,
			despite everything, Matt didn’t want to break his word. Not to Seth. Even though
			Seth had made it absolutely clear their friendship was irrevocably over. Which was why
			Matt knew that Seth was never going to walk back through that door.

		But he had no intention of sharing that
			information with Clare. Why in Apollo’s name hadn’t she got over her crush
			on him yet? Most girls fell for Seth, but they moved on. Especially as
			he never gave them any cause for hope. His heart had been won and lost to Livia. And
			when Livia died, all his love had gone with her.

		Except that now he was fixated on some girl
			who looked like Livia. At some twenty-first-century London school. Matt glanced
			helplessly at Clare. He had neither the vocabulary nor the will to comfort her. She was
			sweet. He liked her – would have really liked her if Georgia wasn’t so
			possessive – but all this emotion! Girls! Why did every little thing seem to
			mean so much to them?

		‘Hey! I thought this was supposed to
			be a party!’ declared Elena, breezing into the room in a stunning black silk
			sheath dress.

		Matt smiled appreciatively.

		Elena moved gracefully over to the punch and
			poured herself a glass. ‘Goodness!’ she smirked, staring at the table.
			‘Who’s brilliant contribution was the wedding cake?’

		Clare turned on her furiously, stood for a
			moment in spluttering silence and stormed out.

		‘What did I say?’ shrugged
			Elena, padding towards Matt and kissing him hard on the mouth.

		‘Elena,’ he murmured into her
			lips, ‘please give Clare a break!’

		‘I’d sooner give Georgia a
			break – from you …’ she smirked.

		‘Be good,’ he hissed.
			‘It’s Georgia’s birthday.’ Matt reluctantly pulled himself out
			of Elena’s embrace, and straightened his tie – just in time.

		‘Well? How do I look?’ smiled
			Georgia, striding into the room, resplendent in a gold leather jacket and leopard-skin
			minidress.

		‘Gorgeous,’ smiled Matthias,
			shooting a warning glance at Elena. Georgia frowned, sensing the taut atmosphere, and
			was on the point of commenting when the doorbell rang and Matt leaped gratefully to
			answer it.

		It wasn’t long before the entire villa
			was filled with people. Matt glided between them happily, refilling glasses, joking
			about the music playing and generally fulfilling his role as host. He was just spooning
			chicken and coriander on to Elena’s plate when his hand suddenly froze. A man in a
			Roman tunic had just edged past.

		
			Seth?
		

		The flash of elation was instantly crushed
			by the realization that it wasn’t Seth. This man was too broad and heavy. Matthias
			watched him settle into a corner next to one of the speakers, his heart racing. But it
			was no longer excitement coursing through his veins; it was fear.
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		Breaking News

		CHANNEL 7 NEWSROOM, SOHO,
			LONDON

FRIDAY 15 MARCH AD 2013

		Jennifer Linden looked around the office
			desperately. It was 6.45 p.m. and unless she left right now she was going to be
			late.

		Although the programme she worked on had
			finished airing nearly an hour ago, most of the other desk assistants, producers and
			fixers were still hard at work – as she would normally be. There was an unspoken rule
			that unless you were suicidal you didn’t leave work before the reporter.
			Especially when she happened to be Amanda Pilkington. And despite the sounds of murmured
			desk conversations, the tapping of keyboards and whirring of fans and printouts,
			Jennifer could still hear the production meeting going on next door. A crucial live link
			hadn’t come through on tonight’s programme and they were doing a major
			inquest. How long was it going to go on? Her eyes flicked towards the meeting-room door
			and glimpsed the line of digital wall clocks … Oh God – the UK clock was
			reading nearly 7 p.m.! If only she was in Buenos Aires – she’d
			still have a couple of hours to play with.

		Maybe if she left her jacket on the back of
			the chair and snuck out now, Amanda, her boss, might just think she’d popped to
			the loo. But it would mean going the whole evening without a coat, and it was
			freezing.

		Small price to pay, she decided.

		So, taking a deep breath, Jennifer saved and
			closed the ‘Eurozone Deficits’ document she’d been working on, and was
			on the point of shutting down her PC when an ominous shadow loomed over her desk.

		Amanda.

		Jen’s heart sank. How’d she
			managed to sneak up on her this time?

		‘I need these read, analyzed and
			prioritized by the morning,’ said Amanda, sliding a disk on to Jen’s
			desk.

		Jen nodded mutely. She didn’t bother
			mentioning that it was Friday night. That she was supposed to be meeting someone on the
			other side of London in exactly twenty-nine minutes. That they had gold-dust tickets for
			the Livid Turkey gig at Wembley. There was no point. Around here Amanda was God, and if
			she wanted something done – it got done; if she wanted you to stay in the newsroom all
			night and all weekend – you stayed.

		Jennifer glanced at the door as Amanda
			closed it deliberately behind her. She could hear Amanda’s heels as they clipped
			along the corridor to the lift. Jen ground her teeth. She’d be here till morning.
			With a deep sigh, she pulled out her mobile and started texting.



		Hi Nick, won’t be able to make it. Gotta stay
			and work.
Gutted

		Her finger hovered over the send key.

		How could she bail now? What would he think?
			It sounded so lame. Like she didn’t want to go. And she did – she really did.
			They’d only been together five weeks, and she liked him. A lot. Not to mention
			Livid Turkey, of course, her favourite band. She glanced at the time and, with a
			sudden resolve, made her decision.

		A couple of minutes later she’d shut
			down her computer, slid the disk into her pocket and was slipping out of the door. She
			paused for a moment to steal one last guilty look at all the others still at their
			desks. Then she ran.

		As she sprinted towards Leicester Square
			tube station she promised herself that she’d get the job done on her laptop at
			home as soon as she got back from the gig.

		She arrived at Wembley twenty-four minutes
			late. Nick was standing near the entrance, talking on his phone, frowning. He grinned
			briefly at her, but then his eyes shifted away as he nodded to the person at the other
			end.

		She touched his arm briefly and stood
			waiting for him to wind up the conversation, but he turned fractionally away from her,
			clearly indicating he wanted privacy.

		Jen suddenly regretted not sending the text.
			She’d just compromised her position at Channel 7, bust a gut to get here, run all
			the way from the station, and now he was turning his back on her. Fuming, she wandered
			into the crowded entrance lobby and began rifling through the merch table. They were
			charging a fortune for band T-shirts, but – what the hell? She was
			just handing over a wad of cash when she felt a pair of strong arms round her waist.

		‘Hey, sweetheart,’ he murmured
			into her neck. ‘What happened to you? I thought I’d been stood
			up.’

		She felt her shoulders involuntarily relax –
			all the day’s tensions suddenly dissolving at his touch, and her fury forgotten.
			‘Sorry, Nick. Got stuck at work.’

		‘Honestly, Jen, your work sounds worse
			than mine. Come on – let’s go in!’

		Jen stuffed the new T-shirt into her bag and
			allowed herself to be pulled through the rammed auditorium. They had arranged to meet
			early to get a good spot near the stage and though they’d now missed any hope of
			being right at the front, they still managed to get reasonably close.

		‘So who were you talking to?’
			She had to shout to be heard above the warm-up soundtrack.

		‘Work call,’ he shouted back
			non-committally.

		And that was probably the last bit of
			conversation they succeeded in making for the next three hours. Soon the support act
			(Underground Pirates) were thrashing through their set and at last Livid Turkey erupted
			on to the stage, claiming undivided attention.

		When the pounding rhythms and screaming
			applause had finally died down, Jen and Nick emerged, hoarse but elated, their ears
			ringing, their legs aching and their heads buzzing. Nick had brought his car, and though
			it took them ages to get out of the car park, Jen wallowed in the bliss of not having to
			fight through the swarm of fans to the tube.

		She sat next to him, trying not to spoil the
			moment with thoughts of the disk sitting in her pocket. Instead she considered his impressive profile as it flashed into life each time a car
			headlight swerved past: strong nose and chin, sensitive mouth … unexpectedly
			sensitive – for a policeman. She shook her head in bewilderment. What on earth was she
			doing with a policeman? How’d that happened?

		She hadn’t told her flatmate, Debs,
			yet. And she definitely hadn’t mentioned it to her parents. Why not? Why was she
			so weirded out by it? She knew why. Because people like her didn’t go out with
			policemen. They went out with other journalists. Photographers. Film-makers. She did
			have one friend who had briefly dated a lawyer, but that was as near to the blue line as
			any of them had got.

		‘You’re very quiet,’ he
			said suddenly. ‘Had a tough day?’

		‘Not nearly as tough as the
			night’s going to be,’ she sighed. ‘I’ve got a massive pile of
			work to do when I get back.’

		‘Ah well – that makes me feel better.
			I have to head off to the station when I’ve dropped you.’

		‘I thought you had the night
			off?’

		‘Yeah – so did I,’ he
			muttered.

		‘Trouble?’ she asked.

		He turned and grinned at her. ‘I can
			see your antennae twitching, Jen. You don’t honestly think you’ll get me to
			spill my guts to a news journalist, do you? However seductive she is,’ he added,
			running his finger along her thigh.

		‘I wasn’t fishing for a
			story,’ she humphed indignantly. But that wasn’t strictly true. She was
			always fishing for a story. And she’d known when she’d met him tonight that
			something was up.

		She snuggled into his shoulder.
			‘Anyway, I don’t want to think about work. Have you got any time off this
			weekend?’

		He shrugged. ‘I’ll call you as
			soon as I know. Why? Is her ladyship letting you out to play?’

		‘Who knows?’ groaned Jen.
			‘Do you know something, Nick? Sometimes I just feel like chucking it all in and
			getting a decent job with sensible hours, working with nice people who let you out of
			the office occasionally to have a life.’

		‘No you don’t,’ he
			smirked, and pulled into her street.

		She watched him from the doorway as he
			drove off, wondering whether she was still so interested in him because she never got to
			spend enough time with him. Turning reluctantly back into her hallway, she started
			climbing the four flights to her flat.

		Debs was sprawled on the sofa,
			channel-hopping.

		‘All alone?’ she frowned, as Jen
			slumped down next to her.

		‘We’ve both got to work,’
			growled Jen bitterly.

		‘So – who is this guy?’

		‘I told you … his
			name’s Nick,’ Jen snapped, getting up from the sofa to retrieve her
			laptop.

		But Debs refused to be stonewalled.
			‘And what is it Nick does that he has to go back to work on a Friday
			night?’

		Jen opened her laptop and slipped the disk
			inside. She tried to look engrossed in her login screen.

		‘Jen! We’ve known each other for
			seven years – we don’t have secrets. Now tell me – or I’ll start to worry
			you’re dating a psycho – or …’

		The sudden silence forced Jen to look
			up.

		Debs was staring at her friend, her eyes
			wide.

		‘Or what? Spit it out,
			Debs.’

		‘He’s not married, is
			he?’

		‘Of course not!’

		‘So what’s wrong with
			him?’

		‘There’s nothing wrong with
			him.’

		‘Well, what’s the big secret,
			then?’

		‘There’s no big secret.’
			Jen knew it was hopeless. She couldn’t hold out against this level of attack.
			‘OK – he’s a policeman … Well – a detective. A detective
			inspector, in fact.’

		‘You’re kidding, right?’
			Debs didn’t need to say more.

		Jen instantly bristled. ‘What’s
			wrong with that?’

		‘Well – nothing, I guess. Just – a bit
			unexpected … How’d you meet?’

		‘We actually first met about three
			months ago. Through work.’

		‘What work?’

		‘A shoot.’

		Debs was sensing a certain reluctance in her
			friend. So she persisted relentlessly. ‘What shoot?’

		‘Oh – you probably won’t
			remember the story …’

		‘Try me.’

		‘OK,’ sighed Jen. ‘The one
			with the weird disappearing motorcyclist.’

		‘Oh? You mean the humiliating story
			you nearly lost your job over? Hmmm … I think I may just about remember that
			one.’

		Jen shuffled uncomfortably. ‘I
			didn’t exactly nearly lose my job.’

		Debs shook her head and snorted.

		Jen was so regretting this conversation.
			‘Look – I still believe something very weird happened that day …’

		‘Just don’t say that out loud
			anywhere else. They’ll have you in a straitjacket.’

		‘Debs – there were nine
			eyewitnesses.’

		‘Er – for about an
			hour …’

		‘No. They stuck to their story for
			ages.’

		‘I think – if you consult your notes –
			you’ll recollect that they stuck to their story just long enough to get you and
			the TV crew drooling over them and broadcasting it, yet – uncannily – their conviction
			disappeared the moment the police started to question them,’ pressed Debs
			ruthlessly.

		‘Well – I still think they just lost
			confidence,’ protested Jen.

		‘Ha!’ exploded Debs. ‘They
			lost confidence in the story that they had witnessed the complete evaporation
			of a bleeding, dying motorcyclist! Er – I wonder why? … Oh my God!’ she
			suddenly gasped. ‘Nick was one of those detectives?’

		Jen’s expression confirmed it.

		‘He was the one that completely
			rubbished your X-Files wooo-wooo paranormal explanation. Am I right?’

		‘It wasn’t quite like that
			–’

		Well, not exactly. Jen cringed at the memory
			of that day. Damn Debs for bringing it up.

		It had all started out so promising.
			Exciting. Amanda had been away in Abu Dhabi covering the Future Energy Summit and most
			of the other reporters were out filming the Docklands warehouse fire. So when the call
			came in about this strange little story, Hugo (head of Home News) had said Jen could
			cover it. She’d been thrilled. It was the first report at Channel 7 she’d
			been assigned lead position on.

		‘I’ll put Kishoor on filming and
			streambox,’ he added.

		Jen had breathed a sigh of relief. At least
			there’d be someone around with some experience. They’d set off almost
			immediately and were the first news team there. The police had already closed the road and cordoned off the smashed-up bike. Nicholas Mullard – the detective
			in charge – was standing inside the taped area, wearing a pair of latex gloves and
			talking to the forensics team.

		Crowds were beginning to gather, so while
			Kishoor set up the tripod and live feed links, Jen had to quickly work out who were
			actual witnesses and who weren’t. When she’d located the key bystanders, she
			began asking them what they’d seen. They were pretty shaken, but keen enough to
			share. Only one man had seen the impact itself: the biker had hit a pedestrian,
			violently swerved and been thrown clear of his motorbike. But the bike had then followed
			his trajectory and ploughed straight into him.

		When Jen had asked about the pedestrian, the
			witness was sure he’d seen him get up. Someone else thought it was the pedestrian
			who had gone over to help the motorcyclist. Nobody was quite certain about that. But
			they were all consistent about what happened next. Two separate calls went out for an
			ambulance, which took ages to arrive, though there’d been some sort of medic
			around to administer emergency first aid.

		Jen had looked everywhere for him, but he
			too had disappeared. Someone said she’d seen him run off when the ambulance got
			there. Another thought he’d gone before the ambulance arrived. Nobody was very
			sure.

		The only thing all nine were completely,
			unequivocally unanimous about was that they had seen the biker’s body
			dematerialize before their eyes. Their conviction was unnerving and utterly
			compelling.

		As the story had broken just an hour before
			their programme aired, Hugo had taken Kishoor’s footage straight through to the studio. They filmed the smashed-up bike and the pile of clothes
			lying in a man-shaped heap by the side of the road. Whichever way you looked at it, the
			images were bizarre and sinister.

		Jen had stuck the microphone towards Nick
			Mullard as he scoured the site, asking him what he thought. He had simply shaken his
			head and refused to comment.

		‘How can I express an opinion before
			I’ve collected evidence or statements?’ he’d asked, reasonably enough.
			So she’d followed the procession to the police station and, while statements were
			being taken, had begun her live broadcast just outside, speculating into camera about
			possible explanations for the biker’s disappearance. The problem was that once
			she’d lost the compelling, bewildered faces of the witnesses it was impossible to
			come up with anything that sounded even half credible.

		So although she was pretty sure she’d
			stumbled on to something genuinely uncanny – possibly the major story of her career –
			she found herself standing in front of a live TV camera with nothing convincing to say.
			But the studio presenter was asking her to come up with a theory, so she ploughed
			on.

		Probably her speculations along the alien
			abduction line (a witness theory that hadn’t sounded nearly so ludicrous at the
			roadside) hadn’t helped. Neither had the spontaneous combustion theory she moved
			on to next. But the final nail in the coffin came when the first witness emerged from
			the interview room.

		With overwhelming relief, Jen and her
			microphone had pounced on him. But instead of rescuing her and reaffirming the events,
			he categorically refused to comment, wouldn’t make eye contact and scurried
			quickly away. When exactly the same pattern repeated with witness two,
			the editor cut Jen off, and she knew that her story had collapsed and she’d
			successfully committed reporter-suicide on live TV. Her first (and last) stab at leading
			a story had ended in catastrophic humiliation.

		‘God – I can’t believe you two
			got together – from across the barricades! How did that happen?’

		Jen blinked. Damn, Debs was still there,
			smirking.

		‘I don’t want to talk about
			it,’ hissed Jen furiously.

		‘Oh, come on, hun, I’m your best
			friend!’

		Jen wondered briefly whether having a best
			friend was such a privilege.

		‘I’ve got work to do,’ she
			sniffed. Her disk had loaded and the Eurozone currency statistics she was supposed to be
			reading were blinking at her in alphabetical order.

		Suddenly Debs’s hand shot across the
			keyboard and the screen went black.

		‘Bloody hell, Debs – what do you think
			you’re doing?’

		‘I’m patiently waiting to hear
			how my friend Jennifer Linden – TV reporter and believer in all things paranormal –
			hooked up with a cynical, rational, hard-nosed police detective.’

		Jen snorted with fury. ‘I am NOT a
			believer in all things paranormal – you make me sound like a complete moron – I am just
			as rational as Nick bloody Mullard. I simply happen to know that something inexplicable
			happened that day.’

		‘So what’s Nick’s take on
			it?’

		Jen looked down at her laptop longingly.
			Even currency stats were more appealing than this conversation.

		‘We haven’t discussed
			it.’

		Debs blinked at her in silence. Waiting.

		‘Well – it just hasn’t come
			up.’

		Debs continued to stare in disbelief.

		How could she tell Debs that she
			wasn’t even sure Nick realized that she was the idiot reporter on that story? She
			hadn’t dared remind him.

		When she’d met Nick five weeks ago –
			at the big One Earth demo in Parliament Square – she had accidentally smiled at him.
			She’d remembered his face but had momentarily forgotten where from. He had smiled
			back (she thought probably for the same reason) and they had somehow got talking. And
			that was that. The longer it went on, the more awkward it was to bring up.

		She hauled her laptop out from under
			Debs’s hands and took it off to her bedroom. At least she knew where she was with
			the currency crisis.
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		Stranger

		LONDINIUM

AD 152

		Cassius Malchus’s palace was
			magnificent. It boasted beautifully proportioned rooms, magnificent mosaics and
			exquisite sculptures in gardens filled with rare and exotic plants and trees. Honoured
			guests would dine sumptuously and drink the finest wine. But hovering behind the elegant
			facade pulsed a repressed and terrified household. No slave felt safe. Their days were
			long, the work relentless, the punishments savage. Cassius employed a team of ruthless
			guards who were briefed to implement his will and to mete out whatever discipline they
			chose. This gave them immense power over the weak and helpless battery of slaves at
			their mercy. Only the toughest survived, and few lasted long.

		Sabina’s fate was sealed the moment
			she delivered Livia’s first secret letter. Spies watched as she slipped it to her
			aunt Vibia, the kitchen slave at the Natalis house. They knew the intended recipient:
			Sethos Leontis. They continued their watch and witnessed Vibia returning Seth’s
			answer to Sabina by a stall in the forum.

		The moment the escape plan was in motion,
			Vibia had met with a fatal wagon accident, and Sabina had been soundlessly taken and
			tortured until she’d relinquished every piece of outstanding information. Then,
			two days after Livia’s ‘disappearance’, Sabina was publicly crucified.
			Four months later, the cross was still standing in front of Cassius Malchus’s
			house.

		When the stranger approached and saw the
			crucifix, his lip curled in disgust. His eyes swept over the opulent villa front: the
			golden eagles; the huge pillared portico; the carved double doors and the four guards
			eyeing him suspiciously. But as he neared, not one of them made a move towards him. His
			richly decorated cloak afforded him unquestionable status.

		He climbed the front steps and knocked
			firmly on the heavy door. A couple of moments later, it was opened by a pale,
			sturdy-looking house-slave. Her eyes darted beyond him, checking for hidden dangers.

		‘My name is Ambrosius and I’ve
			come to see Cassius,’ the stranger announced quietly.

		‘Are you the new physician?’

		The stranger tilted his head a fraction.

		She frowned, unsure what to make of him.
			‘Follow me.’

		She led him along glinting mosaicked floors,
			through a breathtaking atrium towards the rear of the house. As they walked he noted
			that guards stood in attendance along every corridor.

		At last they arrived at a door flanked by
			three particularly lethal-looking men. The slave girl melted away and the stranger found
			himself alone to face Cassius’s elite guard, Otho, Pontius and Rufus. He lifted
			his face to speak, and as Pontius stared lazily back at him, Ambrosius flinched,
			recognition briefly tightening his neutral expression. The moment
			passed so quickly that Pontius registered nothing.

		‘I have come to see the
			procurator.’

		Just as Rufus was about to question him
			further, the stranger raised his eyebrows, fixed him with his eyes and added,
			‘Tell Cassius that Ambrosius is here.’

		All three guards nodded simultaneously. Otho
			opened the door and led him inside. Cassius was sprawled across a sofa. He did not look
			well. He was feverish, pale and, judging by the bowl on the floor beside him, vomiting
			regularly.

		Ambrosius grimaced and gestured for Otho to
			get the bowl emptied.

		Cassius’s heavily hooded eyes rolled
			up to look at the visitor.

		Ambrosius strode over to the man lying on
			the sofa and regarded him dispassionately.

		‘How long have you been
			sick?’

		‘I don’t know – about four
			months.’

		‘And your symptoms?’

		‘Fever, headache, weakness,
			vomiting …’ gasped Cassius, looking round for the bowl. Otho arrived with it
			just in time.

		‘All the physicians have treated the
			imbalance of black bile and blood,’ spat Otho. ‘But they have failed
			him.’

		Ambrosius nodded. ‘Leave us,’ he
			said.

		Otho, who obeyed nobody but Cassius, wanted
			to argue, but found himself walking obediently out of the door.

		Ambrosius squatted in front of Cassius and
			stared into his eyes.

		‘Cassius, I want you to tell me where
			Livia is.’

		Cassius tried to shrug. When Ambrosius
			continued to stare, he said at last, ‘Gone.’

		‘Where has she gone?’

		Cassius turned his face away, but Ambrosius
			put both his hands under the procurator’s chin and pulled his face back round.

		‘Is Livia still living?’

		Cassius tried to flick his eyes away, but
			couldn’t. He felt the pressure of the stranger’s hand on his neck.

		‘Did you kill her?’

		‘She deserved to die,’ Cassius
			rasped finally.

		Ambrosius’s hand tightened and he
			watched coolly as Cassius’s eyes bulged. Then he deliberately dropped his hand and
			looked down at the gasping man.

		‘You are not worthy of a speedy
			end.’

		‘You have not come to offer me a
			cure?’

		Ambrosius laughed derisively and turned
			briskly away. Then he walked back through the chamber door, past the elite guard and out
			of the villa.

		Cassius stared after him, vomited, and then
			sent an armed patrol to arrest him. Despite their meticulous methods, they could find no
			sign of the man.

	
		
			[image: Penguin walking logo]
		

		5

		Release

		ST MAGDALENE’S

WEDNESDAY
			20 MARCH AD 2013

		I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face.
			I was moving back to my own room. Freedom at last. Nobody checking how well I slept, how
			much I ate, how long I spent working. Of course, Rose forced me to make a million
			promises, but it was worth it.

		The last book was packed and I was just
			zipping up my laptop case when I heard Seth arrive downstairs … My happiness
			was complete. He was here to help me carry my stuff over. I’d no idea what
			he’d done to get round Rose Marley, but he’d not only managed to swing
			visitation rights in the medical block – something nobody else got – he’d
			somehow become the only person beside herself she trusted to look after me.

		As soon as I heard his feet on the stairs, I
			ran to the door. He was through it and pulling me towards him before I could take a
			breath, and we were back in each other’s arms. Exactly where we belonged. But he
			pulled quickly away.

		Before I had a chance to register my
			disappointment, Rose had bustled through the door. ‘Eva! You look a little
			flushed. Are you sure you’re ready to leave?’ Her hand was
			instantly on my forehead.

		‘I’m fine, Rose. I
			promise.’

		She raised an eyebrow and placed a bottle
			firmly in my hands. ‘These are multi-mineral and vitamin pills. You need to take
			one daily. Without fail.’

		‘No problem.’

		‘And I want your word of honour that
			you will get to bed early, you will eat regularly and you won’t work for too long
			at a time.’

		‘I’ve promised a million times,
			Rose,’ I started to whine, but Seth interrupted –

		‘I’ll make sure,
			Rose.’

		And instead of getting annoyed that he was
			butting in, she just smiled up at him and nodded. ‘I know you will, Seth. OK, you
			two, get along with you!’

		Seth picked up all my stuff, leaving me with
			the arduous task of carrying the vitamin bottle. I took one last look around, then
			hugged Rose – totally surprising myself. I was not a hugger by any stretch of
			the imagination. But I realized suddenly that Rose was much more to me than the school
			matron. She had become someone I cared about … maybe even trusted. She
			probably had no idea what an exclusive club she was in. I tried not to dwell on just how
			exclusive as I followed Seth out.

		Moments later I was braving the excruciating
			curiosity of about fifty pairs of eyes as we crossed the thrumming quad. I stalled for a
			second, considering retreat, but Seth deftly transferred everything he was carrying
			across to one arm and pulled me towards him with the other. Suddenly I felt bathed in
			his warm protective glow, and my discomfort just dissolved. I stared up at him, mystified, but he was focused on steering me through the arched entrance to
			Isaac Newton, my boarding house. The heavy wooden door slammed shut behind us and we
			were instantly enveloped in the cool, shady peace of the ancient stone vestibule.

		‘Home,’ I murmured, as I slumped
			contentedly against him.

		‘Nearly,’ he whispered, gently
			urging me forward along the narrow vaulted corridor to my own little room. I unlocked
			the door and threw myself on to the bed. Seth carefully stashed all my stuff against the
			wall, then closed the door, turned the key and followed me over, stretching out next to
			me.

		He lay propped up on one elbow, one finger
			tracing along my cheek. I sighed and reached my arms round his neck to pull him
			closer.

		We were alone in a locked room. My heart
			began to race as his lips brushed mine, the warmth of his touch sparking a bright heat
			inside me. I closed my eyes as my shaking fingers began moving tentatively down his
			neck, along his shoulder and across his chest. Suddenly they were tracing the ridged
			line of his arena scar. My whole body shuddered at the memory and I froze.

		‘It’s OK, baby,’ he
			breathed. ‘It doesn’t hurt.’

		And then his mouth claimed mine and I could
			feel his heart pounding under my fingertips, but it was the sound of his breath, so
			shallow and hoarse, that made me want to obliterate any distance between us. I edged
			closer so that our bodies were touching, and instantly his arms were round me, enclosing
			me. And this closeness felt so right. Like we were two halves of the same whole. My
			heart was thudding so hard I knew he must be able to hear it, but I really didn’t
			care. And then as my fingers ran further round his back, he moaned,
			which sent a shiver of joy through me, and my own breath caught in my throat. His mouth
			broke away from mine and he began kissing my face, my eyelids, my neck, while I ran my
			hands through his hair. I loved the taste of him, the smell of him, the feel of him. His
			mouth found mine again and we breathed heavily into each other as our hands began to
			explore further.

		And suddenly he jerked to a stop and pulled
			away.

		‘Seth? W-what’s wrong?’ I
			choked.

		He groaned and rolled over on to his back,
			where he lay with one arm across his eyes, trying to get his breathing under
			control.

		‘You know we can’t do this,
			Eva,’ he gasped.

		‘No, I really don’t,’ I
			said shakily, running my hand across his shuddering chest.

		He laughed hollowly. ‘That is not
			helping,’ he moaned, lifting my fingers and kissing them.

		‘Seth, please!’

		He shook his head, skimmed a finger along my
			arm and gazed down at me.

		‘Eva, I want us to have time in this
			life. We were cheated in the last one. I couldn’t bear to lose you
			again.’

		‘You’ll never lose me. I
			won’t let it happen,’ I murmured.

		‘Neither will I,’ he said, and
			with a sudden determination he pulled himself up to a sitting position and swung his
			legs over the side of the bed. I leaned my head against his back and locked my arms
			round his waist. I felt his resolve weaken again. I kissed the back of his neck, loving
			the scent of his skin.

		‘Eva,’ he rasped, ‘I was
			famous in Londinium for my strength and control. And now I don’t even have the
			power to stand up.’

		‘I’m glad,’ I whispered.

		But he was clearly working on himself,
			because I suddenly saw his knuckles whiten as he gripped the side of the bed and
			wrenched himself off it. Then he put his hand out and hauled me upright too. I felt a
			little shaky.

		‘I am now about to fulfil promise
			number one,’ he said firmly.

		‘Promise number one?’ I
			grumbled.

		‘School dining room. It’s
			suppertime. And I am tasked to make sure the girl eats.’

	
		
			[image: Penguin walking logo]
		

		6

		Impatience

		ST MAGDALENE’S

EARLY
			THURSDAY MORNING, 21 MARCH AD 2013

		‘Seth?’ I gasped into the
			darkness, my heart pounding.

		‘Sorry,’ he murmured into my
			hair. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just missing you.’

		He sat on the side of the bed and I wrapped
			my arms round him. ‘What time is it?’ I asked sleepily.

		He squinted at his watch. ‘4.30
			a.m.’

		I didn’t bother to ask how he’d
			managed to sneak along the creaky corridor past the housemaster’s door. I’d
			witnessed his clandestine skills in the medical block.

		‘Couldn’t you sleep?’

		‘Oh – I’ve just been
			out … doing a bit of – er – private lab work.’

		I sat up. I was fully awake now. ‘What
			kind of work?’

		‘Virus research,’ he answered
			quietly.

		‘Where?’

		‘Biology lab.’

		‘How d’you get in?’

		He plunged his hand into his jacket pocket and
			dropped a set of keys on to my pillow.

		‘Dr Franklin’s keys?’ I
			gasped.

		‘She lent them to me,’ he said,
			blinking innocently.

		‘Impossible,’ I hissed.
				‘Nobody gets permission to borrow Dr Franklin’s keys.
			She’s obsessive about them.’

		He shrugged and untied his shoes. He clearly
			wasn’t going to give me any more info on that subject.

		‘So what research were you doing
			there?’ I pressed.

		‘Some blood analysis …’

		‘Without me?’ I choked. ‘I
			thought we had a deal!’

		‘I’ll show you tomorrow, I
			promise,’ he said, kissing the top of my head.

		‘When?’

		‘When everyone else is asleep,’
			he grinned. ‘So you’d better get some sleep now.’ He pushed me back on
			to the pillow, threw his jacket on to the chair and climbed in beside me.

		‘How am I supposed to go to sleep
			now?’ I moaned. ‘Aw, tell me, Seth,’ I pleaded, twining myself round
			him.

		He chuckled. ‘I will –
			tomorrow.’

		‘Please – just give me
			something to go on!’

		He rolled his eyes. ‘OK. It’s
			really a continuation of the research I started in Parallon.’

		‘Parallon?’ I
			whispered. Had I heard that name before?

		‘Oh, Eva,’ he breathed.
			‘There is so much I have to tell you … but it’s late. You need to
			get some sleep.’

		‘I am so not tired,
			Seth,’ I said firmly, propping myself on to an elbow. ‘Now tell me – where
			the hell’s Parallon and what exactly were you doing there?’

		Seth pushed out a breath, sat up, arranged
			the pillows against the wall and leaned back. Then
			he stared broodingly into the shadowy darkness of my room for what felt like a
			century.

		‘Seth!’ I wailed.

		‘Sorry, Eva … I’m just
			not sure where to begin – how to begin.’

		I held his gaze and waited.

		‘All right, then,’ he sighed.
			‘But I warn you – you’ll need an open mind.’

		‘First rule of science,’ I
			murmured, snuggling into his chest.

		‘Parallon is where I went after
			Londinium.’

		‘You mean – after you
			d-died?’

		He nodded.

		‘So –’ I couldn’t even
			begin to frame the question.

		‘I mean – I died in Londinium and woke
			up in Parallon … But it wasn’t anything like the afterlife I
			expected … No fields of nymphs or shades of all the people I’d lost. It
			was more like Londinium … only emptier …’

		‘Londinium?’

		He nodded, his eyes staring bleakly
			ahead.

		‘But we both died in
			Londinium, Seth … Cassius k-killed both of us – we were together.’

		Seth grabbed my hands.
			‘Exactly,’ he rasped. ‘I couldn’t understand how I came to be in
			Parallon without you either. Every day I searched for you. Every day I prayed I would
			find you. And every day the heaviness of an existence without you sat on my chest like –
			like the weight of rock.’ His voice cracked and his eyes burned.
				‘You were the reason I began researching the fever. I had to find out
			why I was there and you weren’t. And the only difference I could see between our
			deaths was just that: the fever. You died instantly … I didn’t. So the fever had to be the key. It was the fever that took me to
			Parallon.’

		‘But – what happened to me then? How
			did I get from there to here?’

		He shook his head. ‘I have no idea.
			When I first saw you here, I just couldn’t believe it … after so many
			years of searching. But your journey was different. You’ve had a whole lifetime
			here … maybe others … I’ve no idea. I had to travel
			here.’

		‘From Parallon?’

		He nodded.

		‘How?’

		‘Through a tunnel of water – a
			wormhole. Zackary calls it the vortex,’ he said.

		‘Who’s Zackary?’

		‘I wish I knew.’

		‘He lives in Parallon?’

		‘Some of the time. It was Zackary who
			taught me how to use the vortex. And I can think of several more comfortable ways to
			travel,’ he added wryly.

		I tried to imagine a tunnel of water – and
			maybe his description was just so evocative, or my proximity to him triggered some kind
			of telepathic communication, but I could suddenly feel a terrifying, roaring
			pull … a claustrophobic panic as water swirled around me. I clung on to him,
			waiting for the sensation to end.

		‘Eva?’ He was frowning into my
			face. ‘Eva, what is it?’

		I breathed out shakily. ‘The
			vortex,’ I panted. ‘It just sounded … fairly
			unpleasant.’

		He was staring at me. ‘Come on – I
			think it’s time we went to sleep. I can tell you more another time.’

		‘No! I need to hear this, Seth. Please
			tell me.’

		He studied my face carefully. ‘Are you
			sure you’re not too tired?’

		When I finally stopped plying Seth with
			questions and let him sleep, I lay staring into the darkness of my room, listening to
			his comforting rhythmic breathing and trying to picture the impossible world of
			Parallon.

		I knew enough about String Theory to accept
			the theoretical proposition of alternative dimensions, and I ran through the Metastable
			Vacua hypothesis in the hope of making some logical sense of the strange world Seth
			described. But the weirdest thing about it was that my natural scepticism seemed to be
			on some kind of shutdown. I shouldn’t have been able to buy into that
				Intention–Creation principle. How was it possible that the physical world
			was symbiotically linked to the psychological? Yet – for some reason – I did buy it.
			Maybe because it was easier to believe stuff at night; or because his voice was so
			hypnotic; or because I just trusted he was telling me the truth … but when he
			finally stopped talking, I could almost imagine myself there. What was harder to
			understand was his acute sense of dislocation. I considered the vocabulary he used –
				endless; interminable; meaningless – and the casual, almost disdainful way
			he’d described willing stuff into existence – food, clothes, buildings,
			equipment … To me, Parallon sounded completely awesome. You could invent
				anything so long as you had, at some point, experienced it … your
			injuries would magically heal … you couldn’t die …

		So why did he hate it there so much? He made
			Parallon sound more like a prison than a playground. Was it simply because he didn’t understand how he’d got there? How the fever
			worked? And how was his sickness linked to mine? He was convinced there was a
			connection. Crucial symptoms were very similar – but only he ended up in Parallon.

		So what possible research could Seth be
			doing in the biology lab? I was desperate to check out what he was up to. And how had he
			managed to get hold of Dr Franklin’s keys? I considered grabbing them and running
			over to the lab right now, but I didn’t have a clue what to look for. Surely I
			could wait? Tomorrow was just a few hours away. I shifted my focus to the sleeping
			figure next to me. God, he was beautiful. And he looked so peaceful. I moved tighter
			into the orbit of his warmth, longing to share his tranquillity.
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		Trust

		ST MAGDALENE’S

THURSDAY
			21 MARCH AD 2013

		I groaned. It couldn’t be 7.30
			already – I’d only just shut my eyes. Blindly, I reached out my arm to switch off
			the alarm, but it had already stopped ringing. I opened my eyes in surprise and found
			myself staring into a fierce blue gaze and a warm hello smile.

		‘Seth, you stayed!’ I gasped,
			wriggling into the arc of his arms and resting my head against his shoulder. I closed my
			eyes contentedly.

		‘Eva,’ he whispered into my
			hair.

		‘Mmm?’ I murmured, refusing to
			open my eyes.

		‘Just wondered if you’re
			planning on going to school this morning?’

		‘Plenty of time,’ I muttered
			into his chest.

		‘Er – five minutes, in
			fact.’

		What? He pointed at the clock. Where had the
			last hour gone? I shot out of bed, the room spinning dangerously around me.

		‘Oh no!’ I moaned, trying to get
			myself vertical. He put his arms out to steady me and I stood swaying
			for a second, waiting for the room to stop moving.

		‘You OK?’ he asked, his hand on
			my forehead. ‘You feel a bit hot.’

		‘I’m fine,’ I answered
			quickly, leaning against the chair I’d dumped my jeans on yesterday. I had to be
			fine – I had a long day ahead and I was desperate to go to the lab with him later.

		‘Do you mind if I shower here?’
			Seth asked, his head cocked to one side, politely waiting for my answer. Like I would
			have said no!

		‘Be my guest!’ I grinned,
			completely distracted by the thought of him in there. I watched him move lithely across
			the room and as soon as the door was shut I did my best to focus on trying to get myself
			dressed. I refused to notice my shaking hands as I zipped up my jeans, though it made
			doing up the top button clumsily slow. By the time Seth emerged, dressed but with
			dripping hair, I was still attempting to tie my laces. My hands were not
			cooperating.

		I didn’t want Seth to see, so I tucked
			the laces into the trainers and stood up.

		He was looking at me with narrowed eyes, but
			he simply put an arm round my shoulders, grabbed my room key and Dr Franklin’s
			set, and steered us out.

		Ruby was just locking her door as we
			emerged. She stood for a moment, open-mouthed, and I swallowed nervously.

		‘Morning, Ruby,’ called Seth
			breezily. ‘Glad to see we’re not the only ones running late.’

		She blinked … and
			then … giggled flirtatiously. ‘At least you and me have history first
			period, Seth. Dr Edwards is pretty cool about punctuality …’

		I groaned. Dr Isaacs, my philosophy teacher,
			wasn’t. And he had a detention addiction – especially for lateness.
			‘I’d better run,’ I sighed, wondering vaguely what my legs would make
			of that instruction. ‘See you at break, Seth.’ I ducked out from under his
			arm, but his hand closed round my shoulder.

		‘Hey, Eva,’ he said lightly.
			‘You heard Ruby, I’ve got plenty of time. I’ll walk you to
			philosophy … Catch you later, Rubes.’

		I shook my head. He was so much better at
			relationships than me. But then I guess almost everyone was.

		‘I’ll see you at break,
			baby,’ he smiled, touching my lips with his finger as he deposited me at the door
			of my class. When he took his arm away, I momentarily lost my balance and had to
			surreptitiously grab the door handle for support. But I think I covered the stumble
			pretty well. I waited till he was heading back through the quad before I moved. Just in
			case. To my dismay my legs were still unsteady, so I walked ultra-carefully into the
			classroom and sat as near to the door as I could get. A second later Astrid clattered
			into the seat next to mine.

		‘Eva, babe!’ she grinned.
			‘Thank God you’re here. You’re the only one who doesn’t put up
			with my bullshit in this class. Dr Isaacs is way too tolerant.’

		I laughed, trying not to wince. My head was
			beginning to ache and the prospect of one of Astrid’s heavy metaphysics debates
			was not exactly restful. But it was still way better than being holed up in the medical
			block.

		Seth was leaning against the wall outside
			the room at the end of the double period, with two steaming polystyrene cups.

		‘Wow! That’s what I call
			service,’ smirked Astrid. ‘Though 
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