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      Amber’s building a bomb.

      I watch over her shoulder as she moves the intricate parts around the table like they’re part of a puzzle. I know the detonator and explosives are fake, but the actual device is real. She’s building a bomb. Yet, it doesn’t faze her at all. Damn it. This isn’t a task I should have given a fifteen-year-old girl.

      She sings silently while she works as bright sunshine streams in through the cracked rear window of the camper can. Her head moves in rhythm to the deafening music pumping through her headphones. Her lips form the words, but no sound leaves her mouth — no sound can ever leave her mouth. Not now, anyway. Damn magic.

      I squeeze past her and sink into the soft, worn, leather seat at the back of the van. The springs, having given up the fight a long time ago, leave me at eye level with the table and the fake bomb.

      I follow Amber’s fingers as they tighten around a small circuit board. She examines it, her face a picture of concentration. Suddenly, the board clatters back onto the table and her hand shoots to the back of her neck. She parts her short brown hair, revealing a small Band-Aid under the neck of her pink T-shirt. Her fingers pull at the sticky edges.

      Jumping forward, I knock her hand away and press the Band-Aid down, before the biometric transponder underneath it falls out.

      She turns, aiming a narrow-eyed glare in my direction.

      Right on cue, my own Band-Aid itches. I resist the urge to scratch under my collar. I don’t want to disturb my transponder. Damned fake biometrics.

      I point at Amber’s neck and sign with my hands. “Stop it.” She hates it when I resort to sign language.

      She drags her hand away, shrugs her shoulders, and returns to the bomb — not caring about the devastation this small explosive could cause if it was real. I can’t work Amber out anymore. Her somber mood swings intensify with each passing day. She hardly makes eye contact, and when she does, her eyes look empty. Lost. Is it the bomb? Does she hate me for asking her to make it?

      I reach for the journal and press my fingers into the aged, brown, leather cover. Why won’t you connect to her mind? The magical pages should show me her thoughts, but the magic just won’t work on her… I need to know what she’s thinking.

      I need many things. A shot of whisky would do right now.

      I shake away the urge.

      The tip of Amber’s soldering iron smokes as another piece of the bomb slots into place. The smell of burning metal forces the memory of Libby’s car into my mind. Ripped apart like it was tin foil — her scorched purse, melted into the sidewalk.

      Damn it. I need some air.

      I slide open the side door and step out of the van. The smell of morning dew and lavender greets my nose. Sweet lavender. Libby’s favorite scent. Her face jumps into my mind. Her pained smile… Her last smile.

      I need that whisky.

      Grabbing my hip flask, I take a quick sip. The whisky warms my throat and numbs the memories. Not for the first time, I’m grateful Jack Daniels lived in this Godforsaken alternate timeline, too.

      I move into the cool shade next to the van. A purple carpet of lavender plants grows under a row of tall conifers. The smell is intoxicating. I take another sip of whisky and focus through the trees. Rutland Hospital, England’s premiere Neural Research Center, stands just three hundred feet away on the other side. Flanked by two tall brown brick buildings, the entrance gleams through the trimmed conifers, like a large, curved greenhouse.

      For days, Rutland Hospital has been my sole focus. But today, right now, the whisky opens my eyes wider than before. I never realized how much this part of New Bakewell resembles Central Park in New York City. Tall buildings stand behind the tree-lined parking lot like silver giants, guarding the horizon. The quaint market town of Bakewell no longer exists. New Bakewell is yet another travesty of this alternate timeline.

      A snake-like hiss comes from van roof, followed by a loud pop.

      “Damn it! Shit, shit, shit!”

      Nicci.

      I shield my eyes from the piercing sunlight. Nicci’s hazy silhouette dances around the van roof, backed against the unbroken blue sky.

      “What happened?!” I shout.

      She drops to her knees, sucking her fingers, her bleached hair a bright beacon in the summer sun. “Piece of shit antenna.” She scowls, launching a mental tirade back at the aerial poking out from behind the rear door.

      For once, I’m relieved the journal isn’t yet tethered to her mind.

      “Keep your voice down.”

      “Don’t worry, Old Man. There’s no one near us.”

      “I meant your language.” I point at the open side door. “You need to set a better example for your niece.”

      “Step-niece — and Amber’s got her headphones on, anyway.” Nicci shrugs her shoulders. “Bad language doesn’t get a rise from her now. I just don’t know what to do with her anymore.” She connects the cable to the aerial and sparks erupt under her hand. “Jesus frick!”

      I need another shot of whisky. “The son of God is not a profanity,” I shout.

      Her eyes narrow and she points at my hip flask, just as the sun glints on the silver. “I thought that was the only religion you followed now.”

      “Touché.” I toast her and then take another sip. She gives me the finger and almost stumbles off the roof. “Careful, you don’t want to fall through this rust bucket,” I shout. “You should have traded this van for a newer model.”

      “Don’t diss my van,” she says. “It’s not as old as you, Grandad.”

      I toast her again.

      “Seriously Luther, no more whisky. You’ve had more than your ration today already. I don’t want to do all the driving again.”

      I take another quick sip of whisky while she climbs down the ladder. I watch as she checks the base of the aerial. She pauses at the side door. I hide the flask behind my back, but it’s Amber that’s taken her attention. She climbs into the back of the van and peers over Amber’s shoulder, giving her young niece a thumbs up. But Amber doesn’t register the praise.

      Nicci spins around. She shakes her head and holds her hands up. “What you got there, Old Man?” she asks, focusing on my hand. “I said no… more… whisky!”

      I slip the hip flask in my pocket and grasp for anything I can pull out instead. Libby’s pendant jumps to mind and my fingers wrap around the silver half dollar charm. I hold it up by the silver chain.

      “Sorry.” Nicci turns to hide her red face.

      My stomach knots.

      I grip the silver half dollar tight as the shakes overwhelm my hand. Have I fallen to this? Using you as an excuse?

      Deep breaths. I fight the urge for my whisky. Relaxing my fingers, I rub my thumb over the letters around the edge of the silver coin. I’m sorry, Libby. As I trace across each letter of her name, the shakes lesson their grip on my hand.

      Nicci’s boots crunch against the asphalt, snapping my mind back. “I can’t get through to Amber,” she whispers as she slides the side door shut. “It’s like she doesn’t care anymore. Eddie’s execution really changed her.”

      “His execution changed all of us.”

      And it was my fault. I need another drink.

      Nicci raises her left eyebrow, and then hands me a small mint. “For the whisky breath,” she says, shaking her head. “I don’t think Amber knew how to deal with it. She lost her stepmother, her voice, and then her friend and mentor — all in such a short space of time.” She glances through the van window at her young niece. “Amber just shut down. It’s my fault. I didn’t see the signs.”

      “You just need to talk to her.”

      “I’ve tried.”

      “You need to try harder.”

      Nicci yanks open the passenger door and grabs a pair of binoculars from the threadbare seat. She stomps over to the conifers, crushing the lavender under her boots. Peering around the last tree, she focuses on the gleaming hospital entrance in the distance.

      “Where’s Kathy? I can’t see her. She’s not in position.” Turning in an arc, she points the binoculars straight at me. “Check the damn book, Luther.”

      “Journal,” I say.

      She climbs into the front of the van and slumps into the passenger seat. “Fricking mind robber, more like.”

      Slipping Libby’s pendant over my neck, I pull the journal from my jacket pocket. I open it to Kathy’s page, so I can read her thoughts. New words magically appear on the paper as if written by an invisible hand.
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        Smuggle in the EMP. Easy.

        No.

        Break Dean out of hospital. Simple.

        No, it’s not simple at all.

        I can’t do it. I just can’t…

        

      

      Nicci jumps out of the van. “Well?” she asks, her fingers drumming against the door.

      “Kathy’s fine,” I say, closing the journal before she can read the page.

      Her eyes narrow, and she slams the passenger door shut. “Kathy needs a kick up the arse.”

      She pulls out her phone, but I grab it before she can hit dial.

      “No!”

      Nicci’s lips press together, and she clenches her fists. Her cheeks turn cherry red. I step back, expecting her to lash out, but she relaxes and slumps against the passenger door.

      “Don’t take your frustration with Amber out on Kathy.”

      “But… I don’t know what Kathy’s scared of,” Nicci says. “We’ve been through the plan like a million times. She always gets the easy tasks.” Her voice trails off to a whisper. “Famous Kathy Meadows.”

      “Come on. You know Kathy isn’t famous here.” Nicci lowers her eyes and kicks her heel against the asphalt. “We’re outsiders in this timeline. Kathy isn’t. She could have easily laughed us away. Breaking Dean out of this place is no easy task. She knows helping us will sacrifice her own life. Everything unique about this version of her will be gone forever. Erased from time. That’s enough to sca—”

      A sharp tapping noise comes from the van window, interrupting me. It’s Amber. She holds her tablet up to the glass. A message flashes on the screen:

      
        
        “Finished.”

      

      

      I give Nicci her phone. “Kathy will be fine. Trust me.”

      She forces a half-smile and then slides open the van door. We climb inside to inspect Amber’s handiwork. A clear box stands on the table, full of wires, computer parts, and blinking LEDs. It’s the size of a small toaster. Strapped to each end is a liquid-filled canister. One red, one clear. A long empty canister sits across the top, linking them.

      I ruffle Amber’s hair. “Not bad for a bunch of eBay junk.” She shrugs my hand away.

      Nicci bends down until she’s at eye level with the table. “A binary liquid bomb. The staple ingredient of any blockbuster film or video game. Visually stunning, but completely impractical.” She grins and points at the red tank. “Cranberry juice?”

      Amber nods.

      Nicci grabs her tablet from the seat next to Amber. She taps on the screen and large red numbers count down on a screen inside the bomb casing.

      “The countdown will reach zero at twelve, midday,” she says. “The same time the EMP is due to go off.”

      I confirm the countdowns are in sync with both watches on my left wrist. “Now you can text Kathy.”
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      Nicci’s rusty, blue camper van shines through the trees on the far side of the hospital parking lot, flickering in the sun like a beacon. Right on cue, my phone vibrates.

      Nicci.

      I take a deep breath and read the text message.

      
        
        The package is ready. Get your arse into gear. Don’t forget to turn off your phone.

      

      

      “Okay. I’m nearly there,” I whisper to myself.

      My phone vibrates again. Another message from Nicci.

      
        
        And good luck.

      

      

      A warm breeze whistles between two parked trucks, the kind of breeze that would soon turn bitter if the sun disappeared behind a cloud. But, there’s no clouds in the sky. A part of me wishes the sky was full of them. It just seems wrong the sun can shine so bright on me with what we’re about to do today.

      I take a sip of my bland, food-truck coffee and turn off my phone as instructed. It’s eight forty-three. My shift starts at nine. I need time to get Nicci’s customized EMP device through security. I better get moving. I hope that dick, Phil, isn’t on the desk. When will he get it? No means no. My heart rate shifts up a gear at the thought of his leering face.

      Crap. Not today. Please.

      I push through the east gate. Rutland Hospital looms in the distance, surrounded by trees. Dark-blue Fall banners hang from every lamp post in the parking lot, fluttering in the warm breeze like kites in the summer sky. Each one adorned with golden writing.

      
        
        7P7: Remember the Fallen

      

      

      But I don’t want to remember the Fall. All those poor souls. I just want to remember the Fall as a season. My favorite time of year. The smell of pumpkin spiced lattes, burning wood stoves, and crisp morning air. Now, death will taint the word forever.

      Bright sunshine reflects from the glazed hospital entrance, like a signal snapping my mind back. I take another sip of the bland coffee and step onto the road.

      The squeal of tires and a car horn.

      I dive back onto the sidewalk as a small silver car hurtles past, heading down the ramp to the underground parking lot. My heartbeat shifts straight into high gear

      That car could have killed me!

      Crap. It’s Staff Nurse Ripley, my supervisor. As the parking barrier rises, she turns and scowls before driving off down the ramp. It wouldn’t surprise me if she sped up on purpose, just to scare the crap out of me.

      Shaking spilled coffee from my hand, I watch her car disappear into the darkness. I could do without having her on my ass today.

      With no sign of any more maniac drivers, I head across the road into the full sun. It’s warm on my neck, like a soothing massage. The main hospital exit is to my left. The parking lot gates are wide open… It’s so tempting to just run — run away and never look back.

      I drain the last of the tasteless coffee and toss the cup in a trash can. My stomach drops. I grab a discarded newspaper from the trash. It’s a copy of yesterday’s Metro Global Press.

      
        
        Two Years on From the Fall – by Cassie Collins

        Tomorrow we remember the fallen. Two years ago, in one fatal moment, 2.4 billion people died. Was Edward Munro the architect of this magic terrorism or just a scapegoat?

      

      

      “Scapegoat,” I whisper.

      Caressing Eddie’s black-and-white picture clears my mind.

      Oblivion awaits. I can do this.

      I drop the newspaper back in the trash can. Eddie’s eyes stare back at me. You were my future. My eyes fill with tears. I turn away before they start. Not long now until the pain is over.

      The hospital doors slide open behind me. I take a deep breath and go inside.

      “Morning, Kathy.” Harry, the officer working the security desk, holds up a hand for me to stop.

      My heart rate drops a gear. Harry’s on duty. Soft and kind Harry. It should be easier to get the EMP through security.

      I pass him my purse, then walk under the Bio-Arch and wait while I’m scanned.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Nothing to worry about. My biometric details are real. But my heart still pounds like a bass drum solo.

      Finally, Harry nods. “You’re you,” he says, looking up from his screen.

      He takes my phone, lipstick, MP3 player, and everything else from my purse. Examining each one, he places them on a metal tray. He then lifts out a small video camera. Nicci’s disguised EMP. Holding it up, he looks me in the eye.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “Did you get permission for this?”

      “No. I’m sorry, Harry. It was hard enough getting a permit for my laptop last week,” I say. “Any chance I could just sneak it in? There’s a party after work.”

      “Sorry, Kathy. I’ve no problem with it, but the hospital board is coming down hard on us.” He sighs. “These past couple of weeks have been a proper nightmare.”

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “This should go to HR, but I’ll stick it in the security office instead and save you from all the paperwork.” Harry smiles. “Come and get it after your shift finishes.” He slides over the tray of my belongings.

      Result.

      “Give me a second.” He runs across the lobby with the camera.

      I empty the tray back into my bag.

      Crap! They’ll blame Harry for the EMP. I wish Phil had been working the desk now and he’d taken the camera to HR. It would have worked fine from there as well.

      Harry runs back over, gasping for breath. He slumps into his chair behind the desk, almost knocking his coffee over his donut. “Now, let me set your security privileges for the day.” He taps on the keyboard with one finger. “I’m glad I only have to do this for temporary nurses.”

      “Sorry.”

      Harry smiles. “Not your fault. It’s the new rules. They want everyone on a leash.”

      Reaching under the desk, he takes my ID card and attaches it to a blue lanyard. He wags a finger and grins. “This time remember to give it back when you finish your shift.”

      “Yeah, I won’t be taking it home again any time soon.”

      “You sure as hell caused a storm,” Harry says. “It’s a shame I wasn’t on duty; I’d have let you off.”

      He rummages in a drawer. “Before you go, take one of these Fall ribbons. The board wants everyone wearing them today.”

      I pin the blue ribbon on my shirt and head across the huge lobby. A large abstract painting hangs on the right wall. Various triangles make up a picture of the hospital, painted in bright yellow, blue, and green tones. Sun Lin told me about this painting yesterday. They must have installed it overnight. She said it cost a million dollars. Commissioned from a famous artist. A million freakin’ dollars… With all the paintings and sculptures on display, this place is more like an art gallery than a hospital lobby.

      Suddenly, the internal door slams open and another security officer walks in. It’s Paul O’Conner. With a face like thunder, he storms across the polished marble floor, boots squeaking with every step. He slams a hand down on the reception desk. It echoes like a clap of thunder.

      No… What’s he doing?

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      The receptionist shouts at him. “Don’t start again, Paul!”

      “Why didn’t you tell me she tested positive?!” he shouts back, angrily tapping his smartwatch. Neither look bothered who’s listening.

      I reach for the internal door, but the argument has my full attention.

      “She’s a Chanter terrorist!”

      “How dare you call her a magic terrorist!” the receptionist shouts. “It’s not her fault she’s an Enchanter. She’s only fifteen.”

      Paul will get sent home from his shift if he carries on like this. I need his security ID card to get Dean out of here.

      “I’d like a word with you, Miss Meadows.” A sharp voice comes from behind me.

      Crap. It’s Ripley.

      Standing in the open doorway, she beckons with her finger. “Follow me.” She swipes her ID card through the reader next to the door.

      I hope she didn’t hear Paul arguing.

      I swipe my ID and follow her through the door. She’s waiting outside the security office. Just to be on the safe side, I peer through the circular window in the door. It’s dark inside, but I can just make out the video camera, sitting on a shelf at the back. Waiting… Like a ticking time bomb.

      Ripley snaps her fingers and pushes her horn-rimmed glasses further up her nose, making sure I see the name on file in her hand.

      
        
        Katherine Meadows

        KM120890US0112-SSV

      

      

      My HR file.

      “You nearly caused an accident just now,” she says. “You know it’s against the rules to run in the car park.”

      There’s no such rule in the orientation manual — and I wasn’t even running.

      “Can I go? I need to change for my shift.” I turn to leave, but Ripley grabs my shoulder, spinning me around. She pushes her face right up to mine — her eyes blazing with anger.

      “I know what you are up to, Miss Meadows,” she whispers.

      Crap.

      My heart feels like it will burst from my chest any minute.

      “I’m not up to anything.” The smell of stale coffee on her breath makes me choke.

      “Your friends can’t always watch your back,” she says. “Any more flirtations with the rules and the hospital trust will have no choice but to terminate your contract and send you back home to America.” She taps her finger against my file. “And I’ll gladly put you on the plane myself.”

      Crap.

      Does she know about Luther… Nicci’s van in the parking lot… everything?

      “Security officers are not at your beck and call.” Ripley glances at the security office. “Get to work.” She points a finger at the elevators.

      Thank God. She meant Harry with the camera — not Luther and the others.

      Taking up her invitation, I head down the corridor.

      “Remember, I’m watching you,” she shouts.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      My hands tremble from the near miss as I press the elevator call button. The down arrow flashes green — it’s on the way. My chest tightens. It thumps, not from my heartbeat, but from the air, banging at my skin, trying to get into my lungs.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Ripley stands at the end of the corridor, staring at me. My muscles tighten. My skin burns. Come on. Damn, stupid elevator. Claustrophobia or no claustrophobia, a tiny metal box is more welcoming than Ripley on full flow.

      The doors slide open. I jab at the keypad for the fourth floor and close my eyes.

      One… Two… Three… Four…

      The elevator door opens onto the fourth floor. I head quickly to the locker room, swipe my ID, push open the door, and slump down on a bench.

      Feels like I’ve run a marathon this morning, and it’s not even nine yet.

      A door suddenly slams and my heart goes straight back up to high gear.

      Not Ripley again. Please not Ripley.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Sun Lin walks out of the washroom in her scrubs with a towel draped over her head.

      Thank God. A friend.

      “Oh! Hello, Kathy. I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Hi Sun, what are you doing here this early?” I ask. “Your shift doesn’t start for another hour.”

      “My landlord cut off the hot water, so I came in early for a shower.” She walks over and grabs my hand. “Are you all right? You seem flustered.”

      “I had another run in with Ripley.”

      “What’s she done now?”

      “It’s nothing,” I say. “Just one of her threats again.”

      Sun half-smiles. “Oh, yeah. The threats. She got me last week. Cornered me in here while I was changing. She questioned the need for Akky’s care, then forced me into working a double shift.”

      Akky. Sun’s sister. Another casualty of the damned Fall.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “We’re getting Dean out.”

      Sun takes a step back. Her brown eyes open wide.

      I bite my lip. “Are you sure you’re okay to help us?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have told you Dean was here if I didn’t want to help.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      She rubs her hair with the towel. “Right, what do you need me to do?”

      “Just be ready at lunchtime,” I say. “We’ve got a special delivery coming for Ripley.”

      Sun grins. “I’ll be ready.” She walks over to her locker and throws her towel inside. “I’m going to check in on Akky before my shift starts,” she says, checking her watch. “I’ll see you later.”

      I unlock my locker, lift off my top, and reach for my scrubs.

      What the hell.

      Amber’s friendship bracelet, a Sparklet — as she called it, is glowing on my wrist like it’s on fire.

      Crap.

      I grab a mirror to check my reflection. My wide eyes stare back, now infused with a luminous blue pigment. Radiance.

      Even through my dyed hair, there’s no mistaking the flickering orange highlights in my bangs too. They match the Sparklet. My hair’s sparked. Sometime this morning — sometime recently, I’ve been in contact with magic.
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      “We’ve got a problem.” I squeeze between the front seats and lay the journal on the table next to Nicci’s laptop. “Kathy’s hair just sparked.”

      Nicci’s jaw drops and she slowly shakes her head. “It can’t have sparked.”

      I flatten the journal and push my finger up the page. The magical writing scrolls back a minute to eight fifty-five. “Look. Her eyes had Radiance too.”
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        I grab a mirror to check my reflection. My wide eyes stare back, now infused with a luminous blue pigment.

        Even through my dyed hair, there’s no mistaking the flickering orange highlights in my bangs too. They match the Sparklet. My hair’s sparked. Sometime this morning — sometime recently, I’ve been in contact with magic.

        

      

      “But what about the Veil?” Nicci asks, looking up. “The magic suppressant field stops all live magic. Dead magic, like the journal and your jacket, doesn’t set off Kathy’s hair.”

      I scroll the journal page back to the current time. “Maybe there’s unshielded Mystery Tek equipment in the hospital. We know their magic technology can work inside the Veil.”

      Nicci sighs. “I made thorough scans of the power grid when we got here this morning. There is no unshielded Mystery Tek in Rutland Hospital.”

      “Check again!”

      Nicci groans as she opens the lid on her laptop. She spins it around, stabbing her finger at the overhead plan of the hospital on the screen. Several green circles pulse over the north building. “These are the signatures from the Medusa Lapse devices the hospital uses — the shielded tech.” She taps on the keyboard and the green circles disappear. “Unshielded tech changes the power signature. They would show up red.” She points at the screen. “No unshielded magic signatures.”

      “Okay. Maybe it was something in the parking lot,” I say. “Off the power grid. Something hidden.” I pull open the side door. A warm, lavender-scented wind blows through. “I’ll do a quick reconnaissance.”

      “Wait. Wouldn’t Kathy’s boss and the security guard have noticed her hair if it had sparked in the car park?

      I pull my hand back from the door. “I suppose so.” My voice is quiet, embarrassed at my whisky induced error.

      “I’m going for the delivery van in a minute,” Nicci says. “I’ll check the car park on the way, just in case.”

      She reaches past me and closes the door, but the lavender scent hangs in the air.

      Libby.

      My hand trembles. I hide it behind my jacket and check Kathy’s progress in the journal to take my mind off the shakes.
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        My hair is freaking me out. Nicci said there was no unshielded magic in here.

        Crap.

        If she got that wrong…

        My heart pounds faster than ever.

        Well, there’s nothing I can do about it now. Stick to the plan. Get the drugs trolley.

        I push open the double doors to the ward. The disinfectant invades my nose, like a bad smell from a dirty fridge.

        

      

      “Kathy’s got the right idea,” Nicci says, peering over my shoulder. “There’s nothing we can do.” She runs her fingers through her hair. “It’s a good job you made her use the hair dye again.”

      I check the time. It’s zero nine hundred hours. “You’d better get the bomb packed.”

      Nicci reaches behind the back seat and pulls out an aluminum briefcase. She carefully places it on the table and flips open the two latches on the front. “Amber, give me a hand with this,” she says.

      I dodge a brown paper bag aimed at my head.

      “Unfold that for me,” Nicci says with a wry smile.

      Amber lifts the fake bomb and slots it in the foam cut-out inside the briefcase.

      Keeping Kathy’s page open, I place the journal on the table and then unfold the paper bag, examining the colorful fashion logo on the side.

      “It will help me blend in with all the regular shoppers,” Nicci says, sliding the briefcase inside the bag.

      “The briefcase looks heavy. Will you be okay?”

      Nicci’s eyes narrow as she lifts the bag.

      I grab the journal, turn to the next blank page, and hold it out to her.

      “What?”

      “You need to prime the journal,” I say, pushing it closer to her.

      “Do I have to?” She sighs. “I hate having that thing connected to my head.”

      “You didn’t mind before.”

      She hovers her hand over the empty page. Anyone would think I’ve asked her to dip her fingers in a bucket full of piranhas. “Come on. It won’t bite.” She sighs again and brushes her palm against the paper — words immediately spill out from under her fingers.
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        Screw you, Luther!

        

      

      The corner of her mouth curls into a small grin as she reads the page. I ignore her colorful first words.

      “I’ll be following you in the journal. If anything happens here, I’ll call you. Otherwise, I’ll check in every ten minutes.”

      I tap Nicci’s shoulder and nod at Amber. “Okay,” she whispers as she slips on a thin, purple, summer jacket. She throws a similar pink one to Amber. “Do you want to come with me?”

      Amber shrugs her shoulders.

      “Fresh air will do you good,” Nicci says. “And we can get some food on the way.” She turns around. “If that’s okay with the boss.”

      “I can’t see a problem. So long as you drop her off on the bridge before you deliver the bomb.”

      Amber’s shoulders drop in defeat, and she slips on the pink jacket.

      Nicci pins a CCTV Blocker to her collar. “We’ll check the car park on the way,” she says, pulling a Sparklet over her wrist. She turns to Amber. “You got your Blocker and your Sparklet?”

      Amber nods, showing the clear badge inside her jacket collar and the bracelet of Kathy’s hair under her sleeve.

      Nicci pulls out her phone and takes a picture of Amber. “I just want to double check that the Blockers are working.” She turns the phone around. The screen is full of blurry computer pixels. There’s no detail at all in the image. She takes a picture of herself and the screen shows similar blurred pixels. “These Blockers Amber made are fricking awesome. Her grasp of Synthetic Diamond Electronics is far greater than my own… The tech in this timeline still blows my mind.” She glances at Amber, but her brooding niece doesn’t want any praise. Nicci sighs and she rubs the Band-Aid on the back of her neck as she slides open the side door. “We’re almost invisible.”

      “Wait.” I reach into my jacket pocket — the magic pocket. “We need pictures.” Closing my eyes, I concentrate on what I want the jacket to magically summon to my hand.

      Whisky would do right now.

      The cool silver of my hip flask presses into my palm. My hand trembles. I let go of the flask and focus on the words I need.

      Polaroid camera.

      At last, my fingers touch the plastic casing. The pocket opening magically enlarges as I pull out the camera. I pass it to Amber. “Do you want the honors?”

      She used to love taking the Polaroid photos and watching them develop. Now, she just looks like I’ve asked her to tidy her room.

      She takes the camera and points it at Nicci.

      “Do we have to do this, every time?” Nicci asks. “Did you do this to President Bush too? No wonder they kicked you out.”

      “You know I resigned. And yes, we do need to do this every time. We need the backups,” I say. “You of all people know why.”

      Nicci’s eyes open wide, staying fixed on Amber’s silver locket as she takes the photo. The flash lights up her pale face, but her eyes remain focused on the locket. The picture inside, the backup of her life — from the real timeline.

      My timeline.

      Amber takes a shot of herself and places the developing photos on the table.

      “Can we go now?” Nicci asks, dragging her eyes away from the locket.

      “Take it slow and be cautious. And remember, I’ll call you every —”

      “Yes… I know. Every ten minutes,” Nicci says as they both step out of the van.

      I close the door and sit down on the comfy back seat to read their progress in the journal as they follow Kathy’s route through the parking lot.
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        I keep my eyes fixed on the Sparklet. The hair remains brown. Although I agreed with Kathy that there’s nothing we can do about it, I’m a little worried.

        

      

      “You and me both, Nicci,” I whisper.
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        Nothing at the rubbish bin near the doors. There’s no sign of anything magic in the car park.

        Luther, don’t worry about Kathy’s hair. It’s a problem when it becomes a problem.

        We’re gonna stop for a Starbucks on the way. I’ll talk to Amber and try to get through her defenses. I need to somehow snap her out of this depression.

        And Luther…

        Leave the whisky alone.

        

      

      Pushing myself up, I watch them through the cracked side window of the van as they disappear behind the trees on their way to Wye Bank Bridge.

      Nicci is almost twenty years younger than me, but she’s acting like my mother.

      I rest my prosthetic leg on the table. My knee is throbbing more than usual. One more sip of whisky won’t hurt. I bring the flask to my lips and take a drink.

      That’s better. Numbs the pain as well as the memories. That would be a fitting strapline.

      I toast Nicci’s journal page and then turn back to Kathy’s.
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      Even though the ward is bright and clean, it feels like I’m walking through a weird haunted house. A deep dread sits in the pit of my stomach. Every step feels like a twist on a roller coaster.

      I close my eyes and block out the nausea. Focusing on my squeaking shoes helps — with each step on the polished floor, the panic fades.

      My hair sparked. I can’t get that fact out of my mind. And the fact that there’s nothing I can do about it makes it worse. The hair dye won't fool anyone for long.

      I stop outside Dean’s room and knock on the door. Even though he’s comatose, I still make the gesture. The other nurses must think I’m nuts. I swipe my card through the reader. The lock clicks and I open the door, pushing the drug trolley into the room.

      It’s dark inside, with only a soft blue glow from the bed showing any resistance. I flick the light switch next to the door. Bright white light floods through the hotel suite-like room, like a morning sunrise on fast forward.

      My heart races as I focus on the table under the window blind.

      The vase.

      It leans on its side, hanging off the edge of the table. Its contents, the blue and green plastic flowers, lay scattered across the lime green chair, with three stems on the blue vinyl floor in the shape of a “K.” Just how I left them. No member of staff has been in the room since I finished my shift last night.

      What’s else is new; no one lifts a finger here if they don’t have to.

      I close the door shut and head to the small bathroom next to the bed. Closing my eyes, I turn the faucet.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      One… Two… Three…

      I slowly open my eyes and stare at my reflection in the mirror — at my orange, highlighted hair. I’m just relieved Luther made me use the dye again. It almost disguises the magic… almost. If Ripley could see my hair sparking, she would turn me into the Military Police without a moment’s thought.

      I quickly wash and sterilize my hands.

      Returning to the bed, I pull back the thin, white sheet. Clamped to Dean’s chest is the Medusa Lapse — the magical cross that keeps him in a coma. Technology blended with magic. It covers most of his chest. Eight clear tubes — Diamond Lines — cut into his thin, pale skin, connecting him to the Lapse. Four on each side, making the Lapse look like a silver alien spider.

      I can still remember the shock of seeing one on my first day here. We searched for them for over a year. The magic, coma-inducing, hybrid device that could lead us to Dean eluded us at every turn. Until I came here… and found them both.

      Dean’s forehead is ice cold. I lower my hand over his cheek. He won’t need shaving for another couple of days. His metabolism is moving at just a fraction of its normal speed. I pull back his eyelids. His constricted pupils are tiny black pinpricks, lost in the middle of his pale blue eyes. Maybe the effects of a drug. The Lapse is pumping something into him, but they won’t tell me what. It’s not just magic keeping him in this state.

      I place my hand over the cross. It’s as cold as Dean. Two more flexible tubes snake out from the center. I follow them up to the Life Support Unit and turn on the screen. The heart rate monitor is the only function used. It shows Dean’s magically-slowed heart rate. Ten beats a minute. The only sign he’s still alive.

      The Medusa Lapse does little to hide how emaciated Dean is. His ribs poke out from under the sides, like a skeleton waiting to jump out and scare the crap out of me. Eddie once said, in the right hands, Affinity magic can unite the world. But how can this half-dead guy save us all?

      Eddie’s wise smile flashes in my mind. He had faith in Dean and what he could achieve. And I still have faith in Eddie, my lost soulmate.

      Tears fill my eyes — I can’t stop them. I blink them away and take the MP3 player out of my pocket. It contains Nicci’s custom software app that will allow me to disconnect the Lapse while continuing to fake Dean’s life support readings

      I plug it in the USB slot on the back of the LSU. The small screen flashes as it tries to connect.

      
        
        Connecting…

        Connecting…

        Connected

      

      

      My heart rate shoots into high gear.

      The blue glow under the Lapse fades and the Diamond Lines retract from Dean’s skin. With a sickening squelch, they disappear into the metal cross.

      I hold Dean’s bony, freezing-cold hands.

      The heart rate on the LSU screen stops beating.

      Crap.

      Nothing from Dean.

      Crap… Crap… Crap…

      I lean over Dean’s shaved face and lower my ear to his mouth.

      Nothing.

      Oh no. He’s de—

      A low croak escapes from his mouth, like a creaking door in an old house. His dry breath blows against my cheek.

      My heart feels like it will burst out of my scrubs any second now.

      Dean takes several more shallow breaths, and then a longer one. I lean in closer to his mouth and listen as his breathing gets stronger.

      Thank God.

      The heart rate monitor flashes twice on the LSU. Then it starts beating with the fake readings from Nicci’s app. Ten beats a minute, just like before.

      I lift off the Lapse. It leaves an angry red cross on Dean’s chest and eight red holes where the Diamond Lines pierced his skin. The ice-cold underside is soft and curved, formed to the contours of his chest. Apart from the two tubes connecting it to the LSU, there’s nothing on the smooth silver surface apart from the embossed name at the base of the cross.

      
        
        MED UNIT 5A

      

      

      Nicci would love to get her hands on this, to figure out its secrets. Not today though… Never… if everything goes to plan.

      I place the back of my hand against Dean’s forehead. His skin is warming up. I check his pulse; it’s strong. A lot stronger than the fake heart rate beating on the LSU.

      I take out the blood pressure monitor from the drug trolley and wrap the cuff around his arm. I squeeze the pump, and the cuff inflates. I place my stethoscope against his skin. The readings are normal.

      He’s recovering — no pupil response though, but I didn’t expect any. He won’t regain consciousness for at least twelve hours, even with his magic genes. The Veil will stop them kicking in and healing him quicker.

      I gently place the deactivated Medusa Lapse back on Dean’s chest and pull the bed sheet over him — just in case anyone decides to look in on him. No one will though — Dean’s on my watch list.

      Opening the drug trolley door, I take out my laptop bag. The loops they made me jump through to bring this in were worse than my visa application. I rub the side of the bag and slip it in the bedside cabinet, ready for later.

      Collecting the fallen plastic flowers, I stand them back in the vase on the table, then I pull open the window blind. Leaning against the glass, I search for Nicci’s camper van in the parking lot.

      Crap.

      It’s not there.

      My heart rate shoots back into high gear.

      Where’s the van?

      A hint of rusty blue twinkles through the trees. It’s still there.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Nicci should be on her way to collect the delivery van. The bomb is on its way.
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      I lean back and take in the supposed splendor of the glass atrium covering the entrance to the High Street. Each glass panel reflects the morning sun at different angles, creating natural spotlights, highlighting various shop advertisements. An engineering trick intended to entice anyone close by. The low-hanging, metal sign welcomes shoppers. Yeah, right. Welcoming the chance to take your cash, more like.

      Amber waits by the doors, each one colored blue with vertical gold letters running down the glass advertising the Fall Remembrance.

      
        
        7P7: Remember the Fallen

      

      

      They’re new. Installed overnight like the rest of the Fall… decorations. Decorations. Even the word makes me sick. It was bad enough when that dumb newsreader said it this morning: ‘The world has woken to Fall decorations.’ Stupid bitch. The Fall was a fricking tragedy, not Christmas Part Two.

      I take off my sunglasses and join Amber at the doors. Arms crossed, staring at her shoes — her normal posture.

      I check my watch. It’s five past ten. “Starbucks does a mean chocolate croissant.” Amber looks up, forcing a smile. I pull her in for a hug, being careful not to clatter her legs with the bomb bag. “It will all be over soon. When we restore the correct timeline, we won’t remember any of this,” I whisper, hoping this will soothe away Amber’s depression. But she remains rigid, like a cat not wanting attention.

      Pushing open the atrium doors, we enter the High Street. Dark-blue Fall banners hang from the metal lamp posts. They look like a row of medieval knights playing trumpets.

      Jesus Christ.

      Even my favorite electronics shop has joined in. Flashing yellow LEDs advertising the Fall Remembrance seems a little in bad taste.

      A warm breeze suddenly blows down the High Street. The sun hasn’t reached over the tall shops yet, so most of the street is still in shadow. But it’s still fricking hot. Like someone left the sauna door open.

      Amber walks over to a fashion shop, or should I say boutique. It’s the fancy shop where I got the bomb bag from yesterday. Christophe Daché. Amber’s transfixed by a dress in the window.

      “What have you seen?” I ask, joining her outside the shop.

      Shit.

      The dress.

      An almost identical replica of my sister’s — her stepmum’s — wedding dress hangs in the window. She’s already opening her locket to compare.

      “It looks similar,” I say, glancing at the photo in her locket. “I’ll tell you a secret. Your mum made me bunk off university for the bridesmaid fitting. Yes, little Miss Goody-Two-Shoes made me skip an afternoon of uni.” I ruffle her hair. “Come on, Amber. Let’s get some food.”

      A sweet, cinnamon smell drifts past on the breeze, triggering a deep breath. I half close my eyes and follow the smell. It’s coming from a café on the corner of a block, halfway up the High Street. It’s the kind of place you don’t notice. The frontage is white. Several matching columns fall between the door and windows. As we get closer, I can make out the name. Rosie’s Place. Worn, golden letters above the door spell out the name. This café looks like it’s been here a long time, although I can’t say I’ve noticed it before.

      Amber’s picked up the sweet scent too. Her somber expression lifts for a second, replaced by her angelic smile, a smile I’ve not seen in a long time. She turns, searching for the source of the smell. She hasn’t noticed the café yet.

      A group of people, holding dark-blue banners, gather next to a covered bandstand further up the High Street.

      “Must be for the Fall Remembrance,” I say. “But they’re not scheduled until this evening.” Amber locks away her smile and follows my gaze.

      A muscular man in a tight white T-shirt barges between us, a blue scarf wrapped tightly around his thick neck. He raises his arm and runs to the bandstand.

      “We don’t want your kind here,” he shouts, his face turning beetroot red.

      Several more men and women join him from the opposite side of the street. They’ve all got blue scarves around their necks.

      No, not scarves…

      Collars.

      Shit.

      It’s the Blue-Collar League. The people around the bandstand must be Enchanters. I focus on their banners. Similar to Fall ones, but these spell out a different message.

      
        
        We’re not to blame.

      

      

      How did the BCL get here so quick?

      “Chanter scum!” a rough voice shouts from across the street, as sirens blare in the distance.

      “Shit, shit, shit!”

      Amber glances at me, her eyes full of worry.

      “This is gonna trigger a Mag Alert.” I look further up the street and past the bandstand. I can just make out the gray roof of the multi-story car park in the distance. “We need to get to the delivery van. Now!”

      A black truck suddenly thunders past us and parks on the pavement. Several men storm out, dressed in black riot gear.

      The Military Police.

      They’re carrying MP5s. Sub-fricking-machine guns — in public, too. What the hell is going on?

      I grab Amber’s hand. “We’ll have to go the long way around.”

      We turn back and head towards the atrium, but more MPs block that way too. We’re trapped and holding a very realistic-looking bomb.

      Two MPs advance on the bandstand. They’re holding Bio-Scanners.

      Shit!

      They aim the slender, magnifying glass-like devices at the protesters and check the biometric information displayed on the circular screen at the end.

      My stomach churns. Our plaster-covered, fake biometric implants won’t stand up to a close inspection.

      Even more MPs march down the High Street.

      “Shit.” I grip the bomb bag, tight.

      Amber tugs at my sleeve. She points at the café, Rosie’s Place. “Good idea,” I say, grabbing her hand.

      The brass bell above the door rings as we enter. A few more people follow us into the café. Looks like they’ve had the same idea. The bell sounds like a slot machine paying out a jackpot.

      The chairs and tables are all different styles. Contemporary and old-fashioned. Wood, metal, and glass all meshed together. An eclectic mix, sitting around four orange sofas in the middle of the café. A rickety bookcase leans against the back wall, full of worn looking books. American diner style booths sit in front of the windows looking out onto the High Street.

      My phone rings as we push past the counter, making me jump. Don’t call me now, Luther. We’ll wait in the café until the MPs finish outside.

      The ringing stops as Luther reads my thoughts in the journal.

      I sit Amber down at an empty window booth and slide the bomb bag under the table. “Keep a watch outside,” I say. “Do you want something to eat while we wait?” She shakes her head and turns to the window, her face pale with worry. “I’ll get you a drink then; you need some sugar.”

      I head past the orange sofas in the middle of the room. A young couple sit together, curled up, reading books. Steaming cappuccinos sit on the small table in front of them. Their tense bodies are far from relaxed as they hide behind their books. They’re not oblivious to what’s happening outside — they just choose to ignore it. Like everyone else in here. No one looks up as a high-pitched scream filters in through the open café windows.

      “Freaking Chanters!”

      Shit.

      It’s like the windows aren’t even there as the swearing fills the café.

      The guy waiting in front of me at the counter doesn’t even flinch. I turn to the booths. Amber stares out of the window, shaking her head at what’s unfolding outside.

      I follow her stare. Another group of BCL members gather around the Enchanters outside. They’ve circled the bandstand, arms raised. They’re acting like a lynching mob. The MPs stand back and watch, doing nothing to break them up.

      I take out my phone and check the latest news feed.

      
        
        Organized Enchanter demonstrations across all major cities.

        President Mills says not to panic.

        Fall Remembrance services will go ahead as planned.

      

      

      “Can I take your order?”

      I slip my phone into my pocket. “Sorry, I was miles away.” I glance at the menu above the counter. “I’ll have a black coffee and a small orange juice.”

      The young server smiles. It’s a half-smile, like the kind Amber makes. Forced. She doesn’t look that much older than Amber. Eighteen at the most.

      Another piercing scream comes from outside.

      “Get off her!” a woman shouts.

      The server flinches. Her half-smile falters as she turns to the window, searching for the source of the scream. She’s the only person in the café that seem to acknowledge what’s happening.

      Her eyes open wide, panic on her face. She turns back around and glances at the staff door, next to the counter. Then her eyes fall back on me and the forced smile returns. “Sorry, would you like anything else?” she asks.

      My stomach dropped at the first sight of the Military Police. Hunger left the building a long time ago. I search her pink apron for her name badge.

      Sophie.

      “No thanks, Sophie,” I say, reading the dislodged, white tag hanging from her pocket.

      I count out the exact money. Three dollars and fifty cents. Using dollars in England still feels weird.

      I place the drinks on a tray and make my way back to Amber, passing the orange sofas again. The angry shouts have ramped up a few more decibels.

      “Stay down you mother freaking Chanters,” a man shouts. “Or I’ll put you down!”

      The woman looks up from her book on the sofa. Her shaking hands reach for her frothy coffee. She takes a nervous sip and then returns to the comfort of her book.

      Ignorance is bliss, in her case.

      I sit across from Amber and slide across her juice. She takes a sip and then types a message on her tablet.

      
        
        “Why don’t they leave them alone?”

      

      

      The same muscular BCL member that barged past us earlier grabs a banner from an Enchanter and beats him to the ground with it. A loud cheer erupts.

      “Because it’s human nature to hate anything different,” I say. My mother’s angry face flashes across my mind. Her icy stare, always making me feel worthless.

      Amber touches my hand, snapping my mind back. She points outside. Three people climb onto the bandstand, one man and two women. They’re dressed in regular clothes, without blue collars. They stand in a triangle and link wrists, with the man at the front. They have the crowd’s full attention. Even the MPs turn to watch.

      Shit.

      They’re standing in a Trinity Formation.

      Amber suddenly clasps her hands to her head, pressing them tight to her ears. Her eyes close and her mouth opens wide in a silent scream.

      “What’s wro—”

      Pain.

      Sudden, intense pain. A pressure in my head, like hands squeezing my brain. It eases just as quickly as it came. Leaving just a low buzz, like static on a radio.

      “What the hell was that?” I reach across to Amber, but her hands still cover her ears.

      People outside — Enchanters, BCL, bystanders, and the MPs — all stumble around, like they’re drunk. Even the couple on the orange sofa look up, like they’ve just woken from a nightmare. But the three on the bandstand stay still, their watch-covered wrists still linking them in a Trinity Formation.

      Wait… They’re not normal watches on their wrists.

      Shit.

      They’re each wearing a Sunburst — a Veil defying, magic focusing, smartwatch.

      It was them. They caused the pain… With magic.

      Keeping their arms locked together, all three turn in a circle at the center of the bandstand.

      Pain again.

      “We will not lie down in silence.”

      A voice echoes in my head — mixed voices — saying the same words. Each word triggering a burst of intense pain. I press my hands to my ears, but it does nothing to help.

      “Did you hear that?” I shout.

      Amber forces a nod.

      “Our persecution ends today.” The voices reverberate through my head, like thumping drums. Mixed male and female voices. “You know what we can do.”

      I fight the throbbing pain and force my eyes up to the window. The linked trio glide around the middle of the bandstand like ballroom dancers. Suddenly, as they turn, blue energy bursts from their chests, like lightning. Screams ring out as people run for cover. The magical lightning zig-zags through the crowd, striking a young woman. She flashes bright blue and then freezes into a translucent, glass statue.

      More bursts of light, like a hundred cameras all flashing at once, illuminate the High Street as more people turn to glass.

      A man, in mid-stride, takes a hit to his back. His transformed body crashes to the ground, smashing into pieces. His translucent head rolls to a stop by an MP’s foot.

      I swallow hard, resisting the urge to throw up.

      The MP picks up the head. He stares at it for a second, then it falls from his hands, shattering into tiny shards on the concrete pavement. His shaking hands lift his MP5. Aiming at the bandstand, he opens fire. The noise of rapid gunfire clatters around the café.

      A silvery white bubble forms around the spinning trio, creating a barrier. Bullets flash yellow against it, like tiny exploding fireworks, unable to get through.

      More MPs shoot at the bandstand. Small ripples dance over the surface of the bubble as it defies the attack.

      The buzzing pain returns, forcing my head back down. It’s like a giant hand pressing me to the table

      “This is our world now.”

      The voices fade, taking the pain with them, leaving a low, hissing static in my head. I watch an MP stumble towards the bandstand. He fires at the bubble from close range. But the bullets bounce off, hitting a glass-like woman, frozen in mid scream. She shatters into hundreds of pieces, sprinkling on the concrete, like falling ice.

      “Ceasefire,” another MP shouts.

      The bubble on the bandstand pulsates, like a beating heart. The speed increases, then the bubble disappears in a bright flash, taking the trio with it.

      Amber shakes her head.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She takes a deep breath and nods her head.

      I shake away the static in my head. I suddenly feel exposed, helpless, violated. That horrible night at University flashes before my eyes. Strong arms, forcing me down in the darkness. Fingers running over my skin.

      I close my eyes tight and bite my lip, forcing away the horrible memory, before it’s played out fully on the journal page for Luther to read.

      My phone suddenly rings. Luther. I answer the call.

      “Are you two okay?” he asks.

      “Yup, just a headache now,” I say. “They were in a Trinity, Luther. A fricking Trinity Formation.”

      Amber bangs her ears with her palms.

      “Yes, I know,” Luther says. “According to the government’s official news feed, simultaneous attacks hit most major cities across the country. All at Enchanter protests. And all in a Trinity Formation. The government is pinning the attacks on the Free Magic Group… The feed is just updating. The President says they have concrete evidence.”

      “But FMG is a peaceful organization,” I say, shaking my head. “That was no peaceful demonstration.” My ears feel like they’re full of water. “Did you hear the voices in your head too?”

      “No. They were close range attacks. The news feed says around a hundred-foot range.” Luther pauses. “There’s more. Because of these attacks, President Mills has reinstated the Fall Curfew, starting from nineteen hundred hours tonight. She’s canceled all Fall Remembrance services. Her spin doctors are turning it to her advantage and blaming all Enchanters.”

      “Jesus Christ. She might as well paint a target on every fricking Enchanter’s head. Joe Public will want blood.” I bang the side of my head with my palm. “The government was quick with their response… It’s almost like they were prepared…”

      “I know,” Luther says. “You need to get the delivery van, before this all ignites like a forest fire.”

      More screams from outside. The glass statue people are changing back. Thank God, they’re still alive… My eyes fall on the shattered remains on the pavement. The red, sticky mess drips off the curb.

      My hand shoots to my mouth, but I can’t stop the dry retch rising in my throat.

      “Sorry, Luther,” I say, swallowing hard. “It’s a fricking mess outside.” I retch again and wipe my mouth. I’m glad I didn’t get anything to eat.

      “The MPs have the entire area cordoned off,” I say. “We can’t get out. They’re scanning everyone’s biometrics out in the High Street.” I watch the MPs line people up in rows and wave their Bio-Scanners over the back of their necks. “I wish we found somewhere closer to park the delivery van, Luther.” I reach across and hold Amber’s hand. “We’ll wait until it dies down.”

      “Be vigilant, Nicci. The Military Police could check inside the café too,” Luther says. “And remember, the package needs delivering before eleven thirty. Kathy is on a fixed schedule.”

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not taking my eyes off them.”

      “Have you got an exit plan ready?”

      The staff door next to the counter flashes in my mind. “I’m working on it.” I check the time. It’s ten twenty. “Is Kathy okay? Does she know what just happened?”

      “She doesn’t know yet,” Luther says. “I’m reading her journal page now. She’s just about to copy the security ID. Hang tight.”

      I end the call.

      Amber taps a message on her tablet.

      
        
        “Is Kathy okay?”

      

      

      “Luther says she’s bang on schedule.”

      Amber taps another message.

      
        
        “What about us?”

      

      

      “I wish you’d use your Electro-Larynx Choker,” I say, checking my watch. “It’s better than using your tablet to communicate.”

      Amber shakes her head and stares at the blank screen. The table suddenly vibrates, dragging the tablet away from her hands. The vibration gets stronger. It’s coming from the floor.

      Shit.

      Not another attack.

      I reach for Amber’s hand, fearing the worst. A huge black truck drives past the café outside. Everything vibrates. I reach out a hand to stop my coffee cup falling off the table.

      Another truck drives down the High Street from the opposite direction. They park up next to the bandstand. MPs herd people inside. No BCL members, just Enchanters, even though they were victims too.

      I scan around the café. Everyone is on edge, staring at the scene outside. The couple on the sofa sit rigidly, holding hands, now ignoring their books and frothy cappuccinos.

      “We’ve got thirty minutes leeway,” I say, leaning across the table. “All we can do is wait for the MPs to finish outside.” I take a sip of my coffee. “I hope none of this affects Kathy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        10:25 GMT
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        RUTLAND HOSPITAL | NEW BAKEWELL

      

      

      The door self-closes with a soft click and the reader light turns from green to red. That’s it. No more trips to the storeroom without raising suspicion on the key logs. I’m sure Ripley hides away somewhere, following my every move.

      I dump the fresh towels on the drugs trolley and check my watch. It’s ten twenty-five. Morning break time.

      I push the trolley through the ward doors and out into the fourth floor reception. The double doors close behind me with a low hiss, like a librarian telling me to be quiet. Newcomb Central School Library springs to mind. Mrs. Kennedy. Ears like a radar and eyes like a hawk. Her long bony finger was always against her lips. Always alert, ready for anything. Unlike the ward clerk here — twenty-three, blonde, and only here for the three-times-the-normal salary this private hospital pays its staff — its England-born staff, that is. She’s not alert like Mrs. Kennedy was. Her feet rest on the desk. A glossy magazine has her full attention.

      Eddie.

      His face fills the front cover, along with a sensationalist headline.

      
        
        Edward Munro: Ringleader of Terror!

      

      

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Ignoring the clerk and her trashy magazine, I guide the trolley to the day room door in the corner of the reception. As it swings open, I peer inside. As usual, Paul O’Conner is sitting on the comfy green sofa by the big window, facing the river outside. Several hospital visitors sit at the round metal tables dotted around the room. No one talks. Even people sitting across from each other just stare into their drinks. Lost in their own worlds of grief. Unable to properly mourn their loved ones, the coma victims of the Fall.

      With the TV turned off, the ticking wall clock echoes in the silence.

      I park the trolley next to the drinks machine and carry the towels over to Paul. He’s transfixed by the view from the window. It is breathtaking. The river weaves through the trees, disappearing into a forest of concrete and metal giants. An isolated piece of nature, sitting between the tall buildings of New Bakewell City Center.

      I sit down next to him. “Great view,” I say, squashing the towels against his leg.

      “Yes,” he says, without turning around. “I could stay here all day.”

      Using the towels for cover, I feel for his ID card. It’s attached to his pants on an extendable keychain. After all the practice Nicci put me through last night, I could do this in my sleep.

      I find the card and grip it tight.

      “You’re new here, aren’t you,” Paul says, turning to face me. His eyes are red raw.

      I fake a smile. “Yeah.”

      “I saw you earlier, downstairs. Sorry if you heard any… unpleasantness,” he says. “I thought I’d be able to handle today.”

      “The Fall anniversary.”

      Paul’s eyes flash from sadness to anger and then back to sadness. “Yes. I lost my wife in the Fall. Seven minutes past seven. That time, carved on my heart forever,” he says. “We were doing the dishes after dinner. Like any other day. And then she just fell. One second, so alive, and the next… she was gone.”

      He takes a long sip of coffee. “Karen was a nurse like you.” Pausing, caught in a thought, he turns back to the window. “This is where we first met. She loved this view of the river.” He points at an arched stone bridge crossing the water in the distance. “Our first kiss.”

      Eddie springs into my mind. The kiss before he left for Greenwich. Our last kiss. My eyes fill with tears.

      “Those damn magic terrorists,” says Paul. His angry voice snaps my mind back into focus. “Do you know Becky on reception downstairs? I just found out her sister tested positive for magic. She has the magic chromosome. All the times Becky comforted me after the Fall, and her sister was a damn Chanter.”

      He spits the word out like it’s poison.

      I dry my watery eyes before he notices. I want to put him straight and tell him we’re not all to blame, but I can’t expose myself. And anyway, he’s right. Magic did cause the Fall.

      His gaze moves from my eyes to the tissue in my hand. “Who did you lose?”

      “Soulmate.”

      Damn it.

      That popped out without me even thinking.

      Paul looks at me with sad, knowing eyes. The frown lines in his forehead fade as he waits for me to elaborate on my answer. But I don’t want to talk about Eddie… and what happened. It’s too painful.

      I turn to the clock on the wall. Thankfully, Paul follows my gaze and checks his watch.

      “I’d better get back to work,” he says.

      My heart rate speeds through the gears.

      I tighten my grip on his ID card. As he stands, I feel it release from the keychain.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Paul hasn’t even noticed the towels. He smiles and then strides to the door, unaware I have his ID card.

      He suddenly stops in the doorway.

      Crap.

      I clamp my hand across my chest, expecting my heart to burst out of my scrubs any second.

      “We should talk, properly,” he says. “Lunch. One-fifteen in the canteen. What do you think?”

      “Yeah, sure.” I’ll be long gone by that time.

      My stomach drops as he leaves. If this goes wrong, he’ll get the blame. Just like Harry downstairs.

      I shake away the guilt and head back to the drug trolley. Kneeling behind it for cover, I open the trolley door and reach inside to the hidden card reader on the top shelf. And, like Nicci showed me countless times, I slide Paul’s ID card through the slot in the reader. The small light on top turns red.

      Seconds feel like minutes.

      I scan around the room, but no one notices me. If it wasn’t for the occasional glance at the clock, you’d think they were all statues. Like the one’s in the hospital lobby downstairs.

      Come on, it was quicker on the dry run last night.

      A cry comes from the table near me. A young man comforts an elderly woman. She buries her head in his shoulder. “He’ll never wake up,” she says. “Never.”

      This is certainly not a happy place.

      The card reader light turns green. It’s done. Paul will soon realize he’s lost his card when he tries to leave the floor.

      I pile the towels on the trolley and push it out of the day room, ready to chase after him. But there’s no need to run. He’s stopped to talk to the ward clerk. She giggles away, eyelashes fluttering, as she tries to draw him in.

      “Hey, you dropped your ID,” I shout.

      Paul’s hand goes straight to his pants pocket. “I didn’t realize it was gone.”

      He jogs over and takes the card. The ward clerk scowls, giving me the stare of death.

      “Thanks.” He pauses, like he wants to say something else. “We’ll talk more at lunch,” he says. “Remember, one-fifteen.”

      “Yeah, in the canteen.”

      He smiles, just as his smartwatch vibrates like a high-speed drill. I reach for my hair, my heart pounding as I watch the small screen.

      Not a magic alarm… please not a magic alarm.

      Thankfully, the screen flashes red with a general alarm rather than an orange-magic-detection warning.

      Paul presses his Bluetooth earpiece. His eyes open wide in shock as he silently mouths the conversation.

      I’ve gotten quite good at lip reading Amber, so I follow the slow movement of his mouth.

      “Magic… Multiple incidents… President Mills…”

      Paul suddenly turns and runs from the ward. I watch his every step through the window in the door.

      The ward clerk looks longingly after him, before sending another death stare in my direction.

      “Incidents,” I whisper.

      Must be something about the Fall Remembrance tonight. Still, it sounded serious. Something could have happened to the others and I wouldn’t know until it was too late.

      I push the trolley back down to the ward, still feeling the clerk’s death stare on the back of my neck. My skin tingles. She was full on with Paul. Giggles, eyelashes, the works. I guess I interrupted her flow. Hearing about the lunch date probably put her back up too.

      I stop outside Dean’s room and press my hand to the drug trolley door. There’s no turning back now. I’m one step closer to oblivion. I knock on the door and swipe my ID card through the reader. The door unlocks and I push the trolley inside.

      Crap.

      The bed’s empty. Dean isn’t there. The Medusa Lapse is upside down on the floor.

      Shit!

      The sheets are still warm.

      “Okay, I remember saying no stag night pranks.”

      My heart rate finds a new high gear as I slowly turn around. It’s Dean. Fully conscious and grinning like a Cheshire cat. Dizziness swarms through my mind — my legs go numb, and I fall onto the bed.

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry, I didn’t know it was you,” Dean says, his eyes open wide. “Jimmy must have pulled some major strings to get you involved.” He holds out a hand, but quickly pulls it back. “Better not, after last time.” He winks. “Oh, man. Emma’s gonna kill me when she finds out you’re in on this too.”

      “What… What… What?!”

      I lay back on the bed. What the hell is going on? Dean shouldn’t be awake, even with his magic Enchanter genes. Luther said we’d have to get him outside the Veil’s influence to recover.

      Suddenly, Dean drops to the floor, like a sack of potatoes.

      Crap.

      I dive off the bed, but he’s not passed out — he’s just looking under the bed.

      He stands up just as fast as he dropped and runs to the closet. “Where are you hiding?”

      “Who?”

      He turns and grins. “Jimmy — James Church. My best man. The guy that got you involved in this prank,” he says. “Which, by the way, knocks getting tied to a lamp post into oblivion.”

      Oblivion.

      The word echoes around my head like thunder. The word I associate with my limited destiny in this timeline. The end of my pain — oblivion.

      Hearing it brings me back to my senses.

      “This isn’t a prank!” I shout. “Stop running around and come here. I need to check your vitals.”

      Dean saunters over to the bed like a kid caught red-handed. His face turns cherry red. “Man, if I wasn’t so hyped for the wedding, I’d be curled up in a corner, all embarrassed,” he says. “Locked in a room with someone you’ve had a… well, someone world famous.” He turns, but he can’t look me in the eyes. “I’ve got all your albums, seen all your movies — more than once. I never got the chance to tell you last time—” Now, he looks me straight in the eyes. “—I think you’re awesome.” He suddenly stands, putting both hands on his head. “Oh man. Famous Kathy Meadows — dressed as a nurse — on my stag night.” His lips curl into a small grin as he runs his fingers through his hair. “I’m in serious trouble now.”

      “Sit down and stay there while I wash my hands.” My balance is way off as I stumble to the bathroom. I splash my face with cold water to try and shock away the dizziness.

      Peering around the door, I watch Dean. He’s dancing around the room like a kid in a candy store. His chest is more defined, muscular, and his skin isn’t hanging from his ribs anymore.

      The scars.

      There’s no red mark on his chest from the Lapse. The wounds, where the Diamond Lines cut into him, are gone too. He’s healing — fast. But how? The Veil should block his magic genes.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Dean suddenly turns to the bathroom, catching my observing eye. “You’re some actress, Kathy Meadows, I’ll give you that. Putting your heart and soul into every role,” he says. “Okay, I’ll play along.”

      I march over to the bed. “Sit down,” I say. He flinches as he drops down. “I won’t bite.”

      I grab an ear thermometer from the drug trolley and take his temperature. Thirty-eight degrees. Normal. His pulse feels normal too. He stares at me with big wide eyes. The pale blue color has changed. It’s now a vibrant blue… like an ocean. I could just lose myself in them.

      Lose myself… Where the hell did that come from?

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “I just need to check your blood pressure,” I say as Dean shuffles around on the bed. “Stop fidgeting.” I wrap the cuff around his arm and squeeze the pump. Same readings as earlier.

      “Am I still alive then?” he asks, a wide grin spreading across his face. “Emma will be happy to know that.”

      Emma.

      Crap.

      The penny drops — Dean remembers his timeline, his fiancée. But how? He shouldn’t remember them at all. Luther was going to explain everything to him — this whole alternate timeline mess. How do I explain it to him — what the hell do I say?

      “Affinity.” The word just pops out.

      Dean’s eyes open wide. He tilts his head to the side. “What do you know about Aff—”

      I put my finger to his lips. “Your Affinity magic was used to change the past — to change history. This time and place is different to the world you know,” I say. “Here, I’m not a famous musician or actress; I’m just a regular nurse.” The words tumble out like a badly rehearsed speech. I pause to catch my breath. “This isn’t a bachelor party prank. You’re not even getting married… You’ve been a prisoner, kept in a magically-induced coma. And I’m here to rescue you.”

      Dean frowns. He stares at the floor. “If you know about magic, then you know it can’t alter time — not without devastating consequences.” He looks up and grins. “Fantastic performance. You could win another Oscar.”

      Forget being lost in his eyes, I’ve now got an overwhelming urge to punch him in the face.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “Everything I’ve said is true. You’ve got to believe me. I’m with Luther Stone. You know him, right?” I ask. “He somehow survived the change in history. We’re trying to restore your world to before the Fa— ” Crap. “—to before everything changed.” I quickly add.

      Dean grins again. “Never thought Luther would involve himself in a stag night prank.”

      “For heaven’s sake,” I whisper, closing my eyes. “What can I do?”

      Eddie’s wonderful smile flashes in my mind. I remember when I didn’t believe him either. I was just as skeptical as Dean is now. It took an act of trust to convince me this world was wrong. I can still feel it. The sense of wonder from that night when he stopped the falling snow. The flakes of shimmering ice hanging in the air were so magical…

      “What color is my hair?” I ask, suddenly.

      Dean turns his head to the side. “Brown and orange… Why?”

      “Nothing.”

      The dye is working against me. For once, I don’t want to hide my sparking hair. But I doubt flaming orange highlights would convince him I was telling the truth, anyway — as that is apparently the trademark look of “Famous Kathy Meadows.”

      Crap.

      The ticking wall clock reminds me I’m going nowhere fast. “Sorry to seem so heartless, Dean, but there’s no time to give you answers. You’ll just have to sit back and trust me.”

      His innocent blue eyes stare at me.

      Crap. Crap. Crap.

      Soon, he’ll find out the love of his life has married someone else — married his best friend. This is so messed up. How do I tell him that?

      Reaching over to the bedside cabinet, I grab the laptop bag I stashed away earlier. I slide out the laptop, connect the battery, and turn it on. I clear a space on the table under the window.

      Dean strolls over. “What are you doing?”

      “The safest way to get you out of the hospital is through the underground parking garage. But it’s restricted access. Security and doctors only.” I open the drug trolley and take out the card reader. “Lucky for you, I got a copy of a security ID card.”

      Deans grins. “All this for my escape.”

      “Look, it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. I can sedate you if I have to.”

      Dean backs away, holding up his hands. “Okay,” he says. He hums a tune. “Remember this song? ‘Lonely eyes, never see me go. Lonely eyes would never know.’” He stops singing. “Nine weeks at number one.” He holds a hand up. “Oh, sorry. You won’t remember it… because we’re in a different timeline.” He draws out the last few words, rolling his eyes as he speaks.

      I grab a rucksack from the closet and throw it at him. “There’s clothes and sneakers in there. Put them on.”

      I return to the laptop and plug in the card reader.

      The door handle clicks.

      Crap.

      Dean’s trying his own escape plan. The handle clicks again.

      “You need one of these to unlock the door.” I slam my ID card down on the table and walk over to him. “Trust me, Dean.” I look him in the eyes. “I know it’s a lot to take in. But I am here to help you.” I grab a syringe and a bottle Propofol from the drug trolley. “But believe me,” I say, drawing the liquid into the syringe. “I will use this if I have to.”

      Dean’s hand falls away from the handle.

      “Good choice,” I say.

      I sit back down at the table and tuck the ID card under my scrubs, just in case he gets any more ideas.

      He drops onto the bed instead, his wide eyes focused on the syringe next to me. He shakes his head and empties the clothes out of the rucksack. “What’s this?” he asks, surprise in his voice.

      An adult sized diaper dangles from his hand. “I thought you’d still be unconscious,” I say. “I didn’t want any… accidents.”

      He screws up his face. “There’s no underwear in here.”

      “You’ll have to go commando then, won’t you?” I say.

      Dean’s face instantly goes cherry red. I don’t know whether he’s embarrassed or angry. Grabbing the clothes, he marches into the bathroom.

      Peace and quiet. At last.

      A small notification pops up at the bottom of the laptop screen. A news alert. Magic… Multiple incidents… President Mills… The silent words from Paul crash back into my mind. I click on the notification and the news page fills the screen. I scan the headlines.

      
        
        Over a hundred simultaneous city center Magic terrorist attacks.

        Hundreds of casualties. Many dead.

        The country on high alert.

        Free Magic Group to blame.

        President Mills reinstates the Fall Curfew.

        Fall Remembrance services canceled.

      

      

      Not again.

      More people dead because of magic.

      What do I do?

      Focus on the rescue.

      My hands shake as I take a blank ID card from the laptop bag. I’ve got one chance. Nicci said the data will corrupt once it’s copied from the reader.

      I slide the blank card into the slot and start the program on the laptop. The light on the reader goes red and a gray progress bar appears on the screen. It turns blue. Ten percent done.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Dean bursts out of the bathroom, posing in the doorway like a Paris catwalk model. “Are jeans and T-shirt good for a wedding?”

      Oh my God! How can this idiot save the world? Ignoring him, I turn back to the screen to watch the progress bar. It shoots up to one hundred percent and the reader light turns green.

      I slip the new ID card in my pocket.

      “Look, Dean,” I say. “You need to trust me. I’m trying to help you.” I hold up the syringe. “But you need to do what I tell you.”

      Dean nods his head. “Okay.”

      “Get back into bed, just in case anyone comes in,” I say. “Although I’m sure they won’t. You’re on my watch list and no one here does anything they don’t have to.”

      Dean climbs into bed. His eyes stay focused on the syringe as I place it on top of the drug trolley. He takes a deep breath and falls back, his head pressing into the pillow.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Just tired,” he says. “Everything is aching now.”

      I grab the Medusa Lapse from the floor and place it on his chest.

      “What the hell is that?” he asks, flinching. He glances at the syringe again.

      I pull up the bed sheet, covering the Lapse. “It’s a device for inducing a coma. Don’t worry.” I follow his gaze to the syringe. “It’s deactivated… For now.”

      He tentatively prods at the Lapse and then runs his finger over it, tracing all around the cold metal cross. Glancing around the room, his eyes settle on me; they seem different — sad.

      “Can I ask one question? If what you’ve said is true, then where is Emma?”

      Damn it.

      The one question I feared the most.

      “It’s complicated. I’ll explain when I get back.” I put the laptop back in the bedside cabinet and grab a few magazines from the shelf inside. “To help pass the time,” I say, tossing them onto the bed.

      I swipe my ID card at the door and push the drug trolley out of the room before he can ask anything else. “I’ll be back in around forty-five minutes. I’ll knock four times, so you know it’s me.”

      I lean against the cool wall outside his door. The news headlines jump back into my mind. Magic attacks. Hundreds of them. I hope Nicci is okay.
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      I watch as two trucks full of demonstrators drive away — trucks full of innocent Enchanters. Several MPs continue scanning the remaining people outside the café as a third truck arrives, its huge tires crunching over the stone pavers. Two MPs drag a young girl to the new truck. She’s younger than Amber. Kicking and screaming, she tries to fight them off. A middle-aged, obnoxious woman outside the café window sniggers to her friend. They sarcastically wave the frightened girl off into the truck, like she’s a relative leaving on a train. A cheer echoes through the open café windows as the girl gives up her struggle.

      Are you reading this, Luther?

      What is wrong with people here? It’s a fricking disgrace.

      Amber daren’t even look out of the window. She clasps her hands together, like she’s praying.

      The bell above the café door rings. The same muscular man, the BCL member that started the riot outside, sneaks in. The noise of the bell makes him spin around. He closes the door while watching the MPs outside. A red hoodie now hides his blue collar. He makes his way to a table in the back corner of the café. His sleeve rides up as he drops into the chair; the familiar black band of a Sunburst smartwatch pokes out.

      Shit.

      He’s an Enchanter too. A fricking Enchanter! But he’s BCL. What the frick?

      He pulls his sleeve back down, concealing the watch. His wide-open eyes stay fixed on the scene outside the café. He suddenly rocks back, almost falling off the chair.

      I spin around to the window.

      Shit.

      MPs are pulling people out of shops and scanning them.

      Don’t call, Luther. I’m on it.

      I slide the bomb bag out from under the table and grab Amber’s hand. “Come on. We’re going.”

      She looks out of the window, tensing up. Her fingers dig into my hand.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, trying to reassure her.

      The BCL Enchanter is gone — he must have had the same idea. I glance at the door; several people congregate around the café entrance, waiting for the MPs. I guess they haven’t got anything to hide.

      “Come on,” I say, half-dragging Amber to the staff door next to the counter. While everyone’s attention stays fixed on the MPs outside the café, I push at the door. It opens into a small corridor with three more doors, two on either side of us and one at the end

      I hear the ring of the café doorbell behind us.

      Shit.

      The door to the left suddenly bursts open and the server, Sophie, crashes into us. She stands still, checking us out. Her smile from earlier is gone, now replaced with a stern stare. She locks the door behind her. “What are you two doing back here?”

      I press my back to the door we came through.

      Sophie looks from me to Amber. “I get it. You don’t want to be scanned.” She reaches past me and locks the door back into the café. “It’s okay. I can’t be scanned either.” She points to the end of the corridor. “There’s a fire escape in the storeroom.”

      We run down the corridor.

      Someone bangs on the door behind us. “Who’s in there?” a deep voice asks.

      Sophie opens the storeroom door and we run in, clattering into a pile of boxes. She frantically locks the door behind us, kicking away the fallen boxes. “Did you hear the voice in your head?” she asks.

      “Yup,” I say. “News reports say it was Free Magic.”

      Sophie stops still. A box tumbles from her hands. “Believe me. It wasn’t the FMG,” she says without turning around. “We’re a peaceful organization.”

      “You… are?”

      Ignoring my question, she moves more boxes away to reveal the fire escape door. “Rosie’s Place is a Free Magic safe house.” She glances behind her. “At least it used to be safe.”

      She pulls open the door and blinding light fills the room. “Come on.”

      I blink away the bright sunshine as I step outside — I need to get my bearings. “Hold this a minute,” I say, passing Amber the bomb bag.

      I check the map on my phone. We’re in a back alley that runs parallel to the High Street. “The multi-story car park is just up ahead,” I say, taking back the bomb bag.

      Sophie frantically searches in her handbag. She drops to her knees and empties the bag on the ground. The contents spill out. Makeup, a small tablet, and a pack of playing cards. She shakes the bag and a small phone drops out. A nondescript, pay-as-you-go phone.

      A burner.

      She clutches it to her chest and then puts everything back in her handbag. Playing cards spray onto the ground from the open pack, covering the concrete like a trick gone wrong.

      “Leave them,” I say.

      Shaking her head, she scoops them up. “I can’t.” She slots them back in the box, and then turns right and runs down the alley. “Good luck and stay safe,” she shouts.

      Amber tugs at my sleeve. She points up the alley, in the opposite direction. The BCL Enchanter from the café ducks into a building alcove just up ahead.

      “Stay behind me, Amber.” I lift the briefcase out of the brown bag and then slowly approach the alcove, careful not to make a sound on the gravel-covered concrete. I lift the briefcase above my head, ready to swing, but the alcove is empty. No Enchanter.

      Shit.

      The alcove is a loading bay for one of the High Street shops. I check the metal door. It’s locked. We’d have heard it open, anyway. “Damn it. He must have opened a magic door.”

      Amber frowns.

      “He was wearing a Sunburst,” I say, tapping my wrist.

      I slide the briefcase back in the bag. But Amber pushes me further into the alcove, knocking me into the wall. I scrape my arm against the brick as Amber squashes right up to me. She presses her finger to her lips and indicates around the corner. I peek into the alley. An MP stands outside the café fire escape holding a Bio-Scanner. It buzzes and clicks like a radiation detector. He looks up and down the alley. I duck back into the alcove.

      Frick!

      His footsteps crunch on the concrete.

      One… Two… Three…

      They stop. Silence.

      Fearing the inevitable, I position myself in front of Amber, shielding her — but the footsteps move away. Then, a loud slam of a door closing follows.

      I slowly peak back around the alcove wall. The MP isn’t there. He must have gone back inside the café.

      “That was close,” I say. “Come on. This is our chance.” We step back out into the alley, just as a loud scream echoes between the walls.

      “Was that Sophie?” I whisper, pulling Amber back into the alcove. “I can’t tell which direction it came from.”

      We wait, expecting another MP to rush out of the café fire escape any second. But no one comes.

      Leaving the safety of the alcove, we head up the alley towards the multi-story car park. A junction blocks our way. The road goes straight up to the High Street; three empty black trucks block the view.

      I hold onto Amber’s hand. “Wait.”

      Another scream. Then a loud crack, like a firework.

      Gunfire.

      I keep focused on the trucks as we cross the road. Just in case they’re not empty.

      There’s another loading bay alcove for the next block of shops in front of us. We duck inside.

      Amber taps out a message on her tablet.

      
        
        “Who was that man in the hoodie?”

      

      

      “He was an Enchanter, posing as the BCL,” I say. “I think he was there to stir up the crowd. He was the one that started all the trouble.”

      
        
        “But why do that?”

      

      

      “I don’t know. But nothing in this alternate world surprises me anymore.”

      I peek back into the alley. It’s still clear. The multi-story car park is just across the next junction. There’s no loading bay alcove on the next block of shops, just a row of fire escape doors.

      We head past the first door… Then the second… And the third. The multi-story car park is just across one more junction.

      I glance up at the High Street. There’s a large crowd of people gathered with their eyes fixed on the events unfolding back down the street. They’re treating it like a football match. No sign of horror on their faces, just mild amusement.

      I push open the yellow access door to the multi-story car park. It’s dark inside. Metal shutters cover the windows and a flickering light struggles to illuminate the small entrance area. The sound of dripping water in the distance amplifies the increasing sense of unease.

      I rush to the lifts, but Amber pulls my hand back from the control panel. She holds up her tablet.

      
        
        “Remember how bad the lift was yesterday? We don’t want it breaking down on us.”

      

      

      I put the bomb bag down “This is too heavy for the stairs.”

      
        
        “Luther told you to lose the briefcase.”

      

      

      My phone rings. “This will be him calling to say I told you so.”

      “Are you safe now?” Luther asks.

      “I think so.” Amber opens the stair’s door and ushers me through. “The café server said FMG wasn’t behind the attack.”

      “I didn’t believe the news statement anyway,” Luther says. “I’m grateful she was there to help you.”

      “Me too. Something else weird happened.”

      “You mean the Enchanter masquerading as BCL. Are you sure it was the same man that started the trouble?”

      “Yup.” I say, peering out of the tiny windows set in the staircase wall. “How’s Kathy doing?”

      “She copied the ID card, but there’s an issue… Dean’s awake.”

      “Shit!” I swap the phone to my other ear “What do you mean, he’s awake?”

      “And he remembers our timeline.”

      “Jesus Christ. What did Kathy do?”

      “She coped… coped well. Everything is still good to go,” Luther says. “Just make sure you get the package delivered on time.”

      Amber holds up her tablet. I bat it away with my hand.

      
        
        “What happened?”

      

      

      “Okay, just keep me updated, Luther.” I drag the phone away from my ear as Amber types a new message.

      
        
        “Well?”

      

      

      “It’s Dean. He’s awake. And he remembers our timeline.”

      
        
        “How?”

      

      

      “I don’t know.”

      
        
        “Is Kathy okay?”

      

      

      “Luther says she’s… coping,” I say. “We need to do our part and deliver the package.”

      I peer back out of the stairwell’s slit-like windows. We’re high up now; I can just make out the bandstand on the High Street.

      “Jesus Christ, it looks like an army training ground,” I say. “There was no chatter about any Enchanter demonstrations on social media or the police bands this morning. This came out of nowhere.”

      Amber waits by the door to the long-stay floor. She pulls it open and a damp breeze blows into the stairwell. The smell drags out buried memories. Images of our old garage spring into my mind. Mum taking out the bulb… Locking the door…

      Shuddering, I drag the bomb bag up the last couple of steps and into the cool darkness of the long-stay floor. My eyes slowly accustom to the low light coming from the open slits along the walls. Thankfully, the Transit van is where we left it last night, parked against the far wall. The light bar on top casts a green shadow on the ceiling.

      I hope nobody noticed that; it does look a little out of place on a plain white van. I drag the bomb bag over to the van. “This fricking thing is getting heavier by the minute.” I open the side door and lift the bag inside. “Start dressing the van while I change,” I say, passing Amber a pile of Medical Express decal stickers.

      I climb inside the van and slip into a pair of green overalls. “This had better fricking work,” I whisper to myself as I clip on my alias name badge.

      I stare at the fake ID.

      
        
        Jenny Rippon

        Medical Express

      

      

      Sweet Jenny.

      Amber bangs the side of the van, snapping my mind away from painful memories. Reaching under a pile of dust sheets, I pull out the hidden organ transplant container. I click open the locking clamps and lift the lid. Unlocking the briefcase, I take out the fake bomb. The clock counter illuminates the back of the van in a soft red glow. I check my watch and then lower the bomb into the transplant container.

      “The package is ready,” I say.

      Amber nods at the van as I climb out. She’s already finished the decals. Large green crosses on the sides turn the Transit into a Medical Express delivery van.

      I open the passenger door for her. She climbs in and pulls the seat belt over her shoulder. She taps at her tablet. “You’ll have to use the Text to Voice App while I’m driving,” I say as I fasten my seat belt.

      “Okay,” Amber’s TVA says, in its weird electronic voice.

      “I wish you’d brought your Electro-Larynx. That TVA sounds like a female Cyberman.”

      I check the time. Eleven twenty. We’ve got a few minutes to catch our breath. “Are you okay?” I ask, turning to Amber. “I’m sorry, I should have left you with Luther… It was intense back at the café.”

      “I’m-fine.”

      “This is all wrong, Amber. You should be at home, listening to music, experimenting with makeup, stressing over clothes and boys. Normal, teenage girl things. Not risking your life in a stupid rescue plan.”

      Amber looks out of the window. Her hand rises to her locket. She grips it tight.

      “What happened, Amber?” I ask. “Where did my bubbly step-niece go?”

      Ignoring my question, she opens the locket. “I-don’t-want-to-leave-her.”

      “She’s not your real stepmum,” I say, as Amber stares at the picture. “She doesn’t remember you. She won’t remember you.”

      “You-weren’t-my-real-aunt-either.” She holds out the locket, showing me the picture of the three of us. “But-you-remembered.”

      “We tried the picture. It didn’t work,” I say. “She’s a Fall casualty. Nothing can bring her back.”

      “Things-would-be-different-if-she-remembered-me.”

      I turn to Amber. “We would still be trapped in this timeline You don’t see it, but having two sets of memories gives me perspective. Everywhere I look, I see how wrong this place is. It’s all dressed up to look perfect.”

      I pause as the young girl dragged into the MP’s truck flashes in my mind. “Scratch away the sugar and you will find a rancid pill underneath.”

      Amber shakes her head as I talk.

      “Innocent people are dead — murdered, right in front of us,” I say. “This timeline isn’t the perfect place you think it is, Amber.”

      “It-could-be.” With a snap, she closes the locket.

      When did she get so narrow minded?

      “We’d better get going,” I say.

      I start up the engine and drive slowly down the exit ramp. I slide the parking slip through the slot at the barrier. There’s a metal clunk as it reads the barcode and then the yellow, rusty barrier rises. I drive out onto Church Way; it runs parallel to the High Street and the alley we escaped into.

      I slow to the first junction and glance to the right. The gathered crowd has scattered. Only a few remain to watch the MPs mop up what’s left of the Enchanters on the High Street.

      Several loud cracks, like thunder, echo between the buildings.

      “Was-that-a-gun?”

      I speed up. “I’m not sure, Amber. But it sounds like it came from the High Street.”

      An MP steps into the road at the next junction. “Amber, get into the back of the van.” She quickly scrambles between the seats. “Pass me the organ container and then hide under the dust sheets,” I say, keeping my eyes on the MP.

      I flick on the siren and lights. The road illuminates with green flashes as we approach the junction. The MP doesn’t move. He holds out his hand for me to stop.

      I slam on the brakes and wind down the window. “What the hell are you doing?!” I shout. “I’ve got an emergency transplant organ for Rutland Hospital.”

      The MP looks past me. His eyes fall on the transplant container. “Documents,” he says, his expression blank.

      I hand him a clipboard full of fake paperwork. He glances at the paperwork, then hands it back.

      “Please leave the vehicle, Miss. I need to confirm your identity.” He holds up a Bio-Scanner.

      Frick!

      “Look, man, I’m on a deadline.” I place my hand on the lid of the transplant container. “Do you want me to tell the Senator that his granddaughter’s new heart died before the transplant operation? Because—” I check the MP’s name tag. “—because, Officer Wilson delayed the delivery?”

      Wilson raises the Bio-Scanner. “I’m sorry, miss, but I still need to check—”

      A sudden scream makes him turn. It’s a woman. Close. A shout of anger follows.

      Sophie from the café sprints down the road on the right. She’s holding an iron bar; her apron is stained red. An MP limps after her; a jagged crack runs down the left side of his riot helmet. Blood stains his exposed cheek. “Get her,” he shouts. “She’s a Chanter.”

      Wilson pockets the Bio-Scanner and then bangs on the van door. “Get out of here.” He raises his MP5 and chases after Sophie.

      I speed away from the junction. The siren does little to hide the sound of gunshots behind us.

      Luther, meet me on the bridge. I don’t want Amber walking back to the hospital car park on her own. Not after all this.

      “I’ll drop you off on the bridge,” I say, turning to Amber. “Luther will meet us there.”

      “My-head-still-hurts.”

      “Yup. Mine still hurts too.”

      Amber’s hands tremble while she stares out of the window. She’s young, innocent, and scared, just like the girl the MPs hauled into the truck. No one deserves this kind of persecution.

      I must make sure she stays safe, Luther. If they discover that Amber is an unregistered Enchanter, I don’t know what I will do.

      I turn off Church Way and drive towards the hospital. There’s people, cars, and more importantly, no MPs. Everyone is going about their business like normal. Chatting on the street — fricking laughing! The carnage a few streets away might as well be in another country. No one cares. People carted off in trucks for just being different. Three streets away and no one fricking cares.

      I bang the steering wheel. “Frick. Frick. Frick!”

      Wye Bank Bridge comes into view. Luther waits, leaning against the wall, reading the journal.

      I stop the van. “I’ll not be long,” I say as Amber opens the door.

      “Good-luck.”

      Luther keeps quiet. Just a quick nod as he closes the door.

      I drive over the bridge, then turn left and towards the main entrance of the hospital, watching Luther and Amber in the rear-view mirror until they disappear behind some trees. As I drive through the open hospital gates, I pick them up again, through a gap in the trees. I can just make out Amber climbing into the back of my camper van.

      She’s safe.

      There’s an ambulance drop-off bay under a large canopy, just before the main doors. I park up and then exit the van with the organ container.

      My hand wanders to the back of my neck and I run my finger over the plaster-covered, fake biometric implant. The Bio-Arch in the entrance foyer only operates on a wide beam, but after what happened in the High Street, there’s nothing to stop them tightening security and using a hand scanner too. The hospital does have them.

      If this goes tits up, Luther, take Amber and go.

      The glass doors swoosh open — sounding like classic Star Trek doors.

      Jenny

      Distant memories flash across my mind. Lying on my bed with Jenny. Laughing and replicating the Star Trek door noise… Her soft skin — the smell of strawberries — butterflies in my stomach. The intense fear of—

      “Can I help you, Miss?”

      My mind snaps back.

      “Yup. I’ve got an urgent transplant delivery.”

      Harry, the security officer, leans through the open doors. Taking a deep breath, he checks out the van. “Medical Express. Must be urgent,” he says, rubbing his chin. “Follow me.”

      He indicates to the security arch just inside the entrance. I stand underneath it.

      Jenny… I should have told you… told you that I loved you.

      “You’re done, Jenny,” Harry says, snapping my mind back into focus.

      He scrutinizes my name badge for a second, then he smiles and points at the reception desk.

      I carry the transplant container over. The receptionist’s face is smooth, plastered with tons of makeup. It’s like she’s been airbrushed in real-life. She reminds me of those perfume sellers in Boots that always jump out of nowhere, ambushing you into trying a new scent. It’s clear to see she’s been crying. Her eyes are puffy and swollen. She’s tried to hide it with more makeup, but you can never hide that. I know all too well.

      I lift the container onto the desk. “Delivery for…” I place the delivery tablet on the desk and scroll to the signing screen. “For a Janice Ripley.”

      “I can sign for it,” the receptionist says.

      I check out her name badge.

      Becky.

      “Thank you, Becky,” I say, as she signs the screen with her shaky finger.

      I walk back to the doors. Harry runs out from behind the desk, stopping me mid-stride. Frick! My heart stops beating for a second.

      “Hey, take one of these Fall Ribbons,” he says. “Show your support for the Fallen.”

      “Yup. Okay. Thanks.” He watches me as I pin the blue ribbon to my overalls. Then he smiles and indicates to the exit. “Have a nice day, Jenny.”

      I nod as the automatic doors open. My heart starts beating again.

      Done.

      Right, Luther. It’s your turn now. I’ll ditch the delivery van and join you asap.
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      Lifting the binoculars, I watch Nicci drive the Medical Express van out of the hospital main gates. She did well, really well… No turning back now.

      Amber sits at the table, tapping away on her tablet, staring at the screen with her usual frown. Nicci’s talk with her resolved nothing. In fact, her behavior took a worrying turn. Why does she want to stay in this timeline after everything she’s witnessed? She straightens her locket and gently rubs her fingers around the edge… Like I do with Libby’s.

      Her actions suddenly become clear. She’s just a scared girl wanting her mother.

      “When I restore the timeline, I will make sure you and Nicci get all the help you need to find your mom.”

      Amber looks up. She taps a message on her tablet. “How-can-you-know-we-won’t-remember-any-of-this.” The electronic voice cuts through me.

      “I will know, and I promise you will get your mom back.” I reach for the journal. “Your real mom.” I fold back the cover and turn to Kathy’s page.
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        Yes. The copied ID card works. I close the dispensary door and check the time.

        Nicci should have delivered the bomb. My heart races.

        

      

      I check both my watches on my left wrist. The synched countdowns show fifty-three minutes and twelve seconds. “Time to make the call.”

      Amber lifts a purple laptop onto the table. “I’ll-put-the-call-on-speaker-when-I-get-through-all-the-automated-menu-options.”

      “Use your Electro-Larynx Choker,” I say, holding out the purple choker necklace.

      Amber glares at it, like it’s a medieval torture device.

      “You used to love having a voice.”

      She snatches the choker and fixes it around her neck, making sure the silver disk speaker sits against the center of her throat. “Yes, but it isn’t my voice,” she says through the ELC. The soft voice is angelic, nothing like the cold electronic voice from her tablet. Her ELC is soothing, almost hypnotic.

      “I know, but it sounds nicer than the Text to Voice App,” I say, tapping the back of her tablet. “And it will make your aunt happy… happier.”

      Amber shakes her head and slides a piece of paper across the table — the prepared bomb threat script. I quickly scan over it.

      
        
        There’s a bomb (pause) in your hospital.

        (Wait for response.)

        We just delivered it to your North Building. Hidden in an organ transplant case, addressed to a staff nurse called Janice Ripley.

        (Wait for response.)

        I do not agree with the motives of my organization. You need to alert the authorities.

        (Wait for response.)

        This is a warning. Did you not hear what I said? There’s a bomb in your hospital. You’re all in danger.

        (End Call).

      

      

      Succinct and straight to the point.

      Amber reaches up and grabs a coiled cable, dangling from the van roof. She connects it to the laptop.

      “It was a great idea of Nicci’s to route the call through CB radio.”

      “Yes, it will take them a while to trace the call,” Amber says as she taps on the keyboard. She holds out a headset and glances at the roof. “If it works, that is.”

      My hands start shaking. Whisky. I ignore the urge for a drink caused by Amber’s doubt and position the microphone. “I remember a few times when I was on the other end of calls like these,” I say, sliding the journal across the table. I point at Kathy’s page.

      Amber nods as a gust of lavender infused wind tugs at the journal pages.

      The shakes get worse.

      Not now… Please not now.

      “Shall I close the do—”

      “Hello. Main reception, how can I help?”

      “There’s a bomb… in your hospital,” I say, talking fast.

      “A bomb.” The line goes quiet for a second. “A bomb… Where?”

      “We just delivered it to your North Building. Hidden in an organ transplant case, addressed to a staff nurse called Janice Ripley.” I pause for breath, not having to act.

      The line goes quiet.

      Amber’s eyes open wide and she points over my shoulder, mouthing the word “Nicci.”

      I turn and hold my hand up as Nicci reaches the door. She nods and waits outside, leaning against the side of the van.

      “What are your demands?” A new, more confident voice comes from the speaker.

      The magic attack in the High Street jumps into my mind. I push the script away. “Our persecution ends today. This is our world now.” I reach across and tap the laptop screen, ending the call.

      Nicci climbs back into the van. “Nice bit of ad-libbing,” she says, almost smiling.

      “Thanks. Might as well turn the magic attacks to our advantage.”

      Nicci drops on the comfy seat at the back of the van. I sit down beside her. “We don’t need to take Dean to Scotland now, as he’s healing inside the Veil.” I rub my aching knee. “I want to do Longstone Park today.”

      She nods. “Yup, I was thinking the same thing.”

      “Can you rearrange your meeting with Emma for twelve-thirty today?”

      “I can’t see it being a problem; she was desperate to interview me before the Fall anniversary, anyway.” She lowers her eyes. “Well, interview Jenny, that is.”

      Amber slams the laptop lid down. “This is stupid.” Her lips press together, her cheeks are cherry red. She narrows her eyes. “You want to get Dean and Emma together today?” The ELC can’t portray her anger, but her face can. “This is fucking stupid and fucking dangerous.”

      Hearing curses from such a beautiful voice is disturbing.

      “Amber Jackson!” Nicci shouts, standing up. “Watch your language.”

      I catch Nicci’s eye and point at my ears and my lips, then at her. Then I place my hand on Amber’s shoulder. She tenses, like a soldier standing to attention. “Look, Amber. After today’s attacks, security measures will be increased even further. Especially now that the President has reinstated the Fall Curfew. We won’t get another chance.”

      She slumps down at the table and rips off her ELC in protest, flinging it onto the floor. Turning her back on us, she taps away on her tablet in anger.

      Scowling at Amber, Nicci picks up the ELC and checks it for damage. Satisfied it still works, she places it on the table. “I’ll make the call to Emma outside.” She pauses by the open van door.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t hear any sirens,” she says. “Do you think they took the bait?”

      I reach across the table and check Kathy’s page. “We’ll know for sure in a few minutes.”
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      The hospital intercom hisses into life, like a deflating balloon. “All nurses report to your ward receptions immediately. This is not a drill.”

      Breath in. Breathe out.

      My heart pounds.

      This is it.

      I push open the ward doors. Pam and Jen, are already there, leaning against the reception desk, chatting to the clerk. They stop talking and turn in unison, giving me the once over. “Barbie doll nurses” as Sun calls them. Fake beauty, augmented in every possible way. They take staff discount to a whole new level.

      I turn away, ignoring their icy stares as several more nurses run — then walk — into the ward reception.

      No sign of Sun Lin. I hope she’s okay, I’ve not seen her since the locker room… Right on cue, she bursts through the double doors, gasping for breath.

      “I was downstairs when the call went out. It scared me half to death.” She grabs my arm and leads me to one side, lowering her voice. “Is this you?”

      “Yeah. Bomb threat — fake bomb threat.” I quickly add after seeing her startled face. “There’s something else, Sun. Dean’s aw—”

      The double doors slam open and Ripley marches into the ward, flanked by four security officers. She bangs twice on the reception desk. Satisfied all attention is now on her, she takes out a small stack of white cards.

      “What’s she gonna do? Deal us a better hand?” Pam whispers.

      Jen giggles at the joke, but Ripley is quick to give her the stare of death — the stare I’ve become all too familiar with.

      “Earlier today, there were a series of magic attacks across the country.” Ripley says. “Magic terrorists,” she adds. “This hospital is now a target and we need to evacuate. We have a procedure in place for incidents like this, so don’t panic.” Ripley turns over one of the white cards. “We need to take all patients to the South Building, quickly and orderly. There’s a triage set up in the reception area.” She turns over another card. “Stick to your emergency rota patients. Get them out in chairs, otherwise in beds if you have to.”

      The security officers step forward.

      Ripley’s lip curls into a small grin. “I’ve commandeered extra staff to help,” she says. “The evacuation route is open and unlocked. Remember, I need to scan you and your patients’ biometrics before you leave. Be quick; this building needs to be empty within fifteen minutes.”

      Sun grips my arm tight. “Magic attacks,” she says.

      “That wasn’t us, but the confusion might help,” I whisper, seeing her startled face. “Are you ready?”

      She nods.

      “Make sure you leave all windows and doors open,” Ripley shouts.

      I lean in close to Sun. “Can you help with Dean?”

      “One of those security officers might help with my rota patient.” She steps aside as two junior consultants run past, their white coats flapping. “Better still, I know those juniors; I’ll get them to do it instead.”

      Lab coats! I grab her arm before she can run off. “When you’ve sorted out your patient, could you get me a lab coat from stores? I’ve had an idea.”

      Sun nods and runs after the junior consultants. I watch as she marches them off to her patient’s room.

      My heart pounds more than ever as I run back to Dean’s room. I take a deep breath and knock four times as promised.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      I slide my card through the reader and push open the door. Dean’s room is a mess. The laptop is in pieces on the floor and the closet door hangs from its hinges.

      Dean sits up in bed, pushing the sheet back. He rocks back and forth, arms wrapped around his knees. His face is gaunt, tear-stained.

      Crap.

      He knows.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about all those people?” He shakes his head, then his watery eyes focus on mine. “Why didn’t you tell me about Emma?” His voice is almost a murmur.

      As if prompted, there’s a flash from the smashed laptop screen on the floor. An image of his fiancée flickers on the cracked screen.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “I’m sorry.” I try to fight the rising panic. “We’ve faked a bomb threat; they’re evacuating this building.”

      Suddenly, the door swings open and Sun runs in. Dean lays down, pretending to be asleep.

      “It’s okay, Dean. This is Sun Lin. She’s a friend.”

      Sun jumps back, almost knocking me over. She steadies herself and pulls me to one side.

      “How can he be awake?” She glances at Dean. “He was comatose.”

      “I know, it should take him days to recover — not hours,” I say. “But with magic, anything is possible.”

      Sun looks shocked. “What about the Veil?”

      “I just don’t know, Sun. I don’t know what’s live magic or what’s dead magic… At least the rescue will be a little easier now.”

      She hands me a plastic packet. “What do you want the lab coat for?”

      I rip open the packet. “Just as a precaution.” I throw the lab coat to Dean.

      He unfolds it. “I see where you’re going with this.”

      “Do we still need the bed?” Sun asks.

      “Yeah. We need to keep up the pretense he’s still in a coma,” I say. “Ripley needs to scan his biometric implant before we go.”

      Sun smiles at Dean. “Excuse me.” She leans over him to tug up the side rail.

      He stares at her neck. “That’s a weird tattoo.”

      My eyes focus on Sun. She’d never have a tattoo — never mark her skin. But there is something on her neck, hiding under her hair… A silver disk.

      Oh no! I brush her hair to one side. Shit! An Emitter… It was Sun that made my hair spark.

      She rubs at her neck, but her fingers pass right through the Emitter, like it isn’t there.

      “It looks like a coin,” Dean says, leaning closer.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      I quickly put my finger and thumb to the Emitter and press against Sun’s neck. It shimmers for a brief second and then drops into my hand.

      Sun’s scared eyes drift down. “What is it?”

      “It’s called an Emitter.” I turn it between my fingers. “This is old technology. Spying tech, combined with magic. The government used to disguise them as silver coins. I tap my neck. They connect straight into the jugular vein. Only we… Enchanters, can see them until they’re deactivated.”

      Sun slumps down onto the bed, clutching her neck.

      Dean breaks the awkward silence. “Who’s this they?” he asks, staring at my hair.

      “We’re not sure—” A sudden bang on the door makes us all jump, sending my heart back into high gear. I quickly turn around, holding my breath.

      “Get moving,” Ripley shouts from outside. She bangs on the door again.

      “Almost done.” I put a finger to my lips. “Five minutes, tops.”

      I wait, half expecting Ripley to barge in. Thankfully, she moves away from the door, her footsteps echoing back down the ward.

      “What about this coin thing?” Dean whispers.

      “Don’t worry.” I toss him the Emitter. “It needs a connection to a vein for the surveillance to work.”

      He rolls the Emitter across his knuckles. “So someone knows about this rescue of yours?”

      Crap.

      “Sun only learned we were getting you out just a few hours ago. Thankfully, I hadn’t told her the full plan.” Sun shakes her head in confirmation. “And with the evacuation in full swing, they won’t have time to interfere. They don’t know about the copied ID card, so we should still be okay.”

      “But won’t they realize this was a fake bomb threat?” Dean asks, rolling his eyes.

      “Possibly, but they don’t know for sure it’s a fa—” Crap! I smack the side of my head and slump down onto the bed next to Sun. “I told you it was a fake bomb threat, didn’t I?”

      “I’m sorry,” Sun says.

      “It’s not your fault.” I put my arm around her shoulders. She’s shivering, like it’s the middle of winter.

      “What will happen to my sister?” she asks. “What will happen to Akky?”

      “Akky will be fine.” No, she won’t. I try to sound reassuring, but I know I’m wrong. If we fail, her sister won’t be fine. The hospital trust will fire Sun and stop funding her sister’s care. This is all my fault.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      “Come on, let’s get moving,” I say, helping Sun to her feet. “We need Ripley to scan his implant.”

      I pull up the remaining side rail and fasten the locking clamps for Dean’s LSU. Sun glances at the heart monitor. “What about the LSU?” she asks, her bottom lip quivering. “His heart rate?”

      I switch the LSU over to battery power and point at the connected MP3 player. “Fake vitals.”

      Her eyes open wide.

      “Don’t worry,” I say.

      I reposition the Medusa Lapse on Dean’s chest and cover him up with the bed sheet. “My supervisor will need to scan the biometric implant in your neck.” I take his finger and press it over the tubular implant under his skin. “Every person in this country has a biometric implant. The government has satellites that can pinpoint your exact location. Most building entrances have a Bio-Arch that picks them up too. The government tracks your every movement.” Dean’s eyes open wide as I rub my finger over his implant — like he’s in shock.

      “You’ll need to keep still.”

      He nods his understanding. Nervously, he glances at my hand as he lays back on the bed.

      Sun opens the door and we push Dean’s bed out onto the ward.

      Ripley stands by the elevators, tapping her heel against the wall. “Come on, you’re the last ones,” she says.

      I put my hand on the bed. “Keep down,” I whisper.

      Ripley glances at the sheet-covered Medusa Lapse, then she holds a Bio-Scanner over Dean’s neck. His details flash up on the round glass screen. Satisfied the scan results have transferred to her tablet, she then runs the slender, black scanner over the back of my neck and then Sun’s. “Go straight across to the South Building. There will be a satellite Bio-Scan in ten minutes,” she says, tapping on her tablet. “I’m needed on the third floor.”

      “What happens now?” Sun whispers, while watching Ripley run to the stairs.

      “We’ll go back to Dean’s room,” I say, reaching for the back of my neck. “We need to remove our biometric implants.”

      Dean helps push the bed. It’s only a short distance back to his room. Only the slow, regular beeps from the fake vitals break the eerie silence.

      I open the door and we push the bed through.

      “Sit down, with your back to me,” I say. His frame appears stronger than before; his arms are filling out, getting more defined by the second. He sits on the edge of the bed. I pull the lab coat collar down and press my fingers to the back of his neck, searching for the small implant.

      “How do you remove them?” Dean asks.

      “It will hurt a little,” I say. “I’ve got to cut it out.”

      Dean flinches. “Okay.”

      I open the bedside cabinet and take out a small first aid kit. Inside are two sterilized scalpels. I take one out. “Brace yourself,” I say.

      I push the implant up, tight against his skin, then I carefully press the point of the scalpel into his neck. He flinches as it breaks the skin. I make a small cut and push the implant until a flash of silver pokes through the cut. A trickle of blood runs down his neck. Sun hands me a tissue. I press it to the cut and push the implant fully out. “All done,” I say, holding the blood smeared tube between my thumb and finger. I stick a Band-Aid over the wound, hoping his resurgent magic genes will stop the blood flow.

      I pass the second scalpel to Sun. “Can you cut mine out?”

      She pulls my hair back from my neck. The scalpel feels cold against my skin.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Pain.

      A sting, like the stab of an injection. Then Sun drops the bloodstained implant into my hand.

      “Strange to think these little things control so much of your life,” she says.

      I give her both implants. “Can you take these to the South Building and hide them in one of the patient’s beds?” I ask. “Before the satellite Bio-Scan?”

      “Won’t they just count all the people?” Dean asks.

      “Yes, but not straight away. It will give us time to leave unnoticed.”

      Sun sits down on the bed. Her wide eyes wander around the room, settling on the pair of biometric implants in her hand. She looks so lost.

      I step over the smashed laptop and reach for the closet door. It snaps off the broken hinges and clatters onto the floor.

      “Sorry,” Dean says as I lean the door against the wall.

      Reaching inside the open closet, I pull out a small brown leather bag from the top shelf and thrust it into Sun’s hands.

      “There’s ten thousand dollars in there and passes for the Scottish Freedom Ferry.” I say. “You’ve heard of that, right?”

      Sun holds the bag, looking puzzled. “Yes. But I can’t leave. You still need help.” She glances at Dean.

      “You only need to take our biometric implants over to the South Building.” I grab the bag from Sun and take out the folded map from inside. “Look, this is a safe route to the Scottish border. Whoever tagged you with that Emitter knows you’re involved now,” I say. “You need to get your sister and save yourselves.” I force the bag back into her hands. “Take it and go back home to China. Be safe.” She looks like a lost sheep, looking from me to Dean. “You need to go. Now!” She pulls me close, giving me a quick hug, and then she runs out of the room, her footsteps echoing down the ward corridor.

      “It was my emergency escape plan,” I say. “Luther made me keep it, just in case.”

      Dean tilts his head to the side. “Scotland?”

      “Yeah. The governing body, Scottish Freedom, doesn’t discriminate like here. No biometric tracking either. They will help Sun get a new passport so she can take her sister back home.

      I head to the window and press my face to the glass. Nicci’s rusty blue camper van still hides behind the trees at the back of the parking lot. “They’ve not moved yet.”

      Dean joins me at the window.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” I ask.

      “The night before our wedding. Emma was on her hen night, and I was with Eddie Munro.”

      Eddie.

      Hearing Eddie’s name cuts to the bone. My eyes fill with tears.

      “We were waiting for my best man, Jimmy, then we were all going to join Luther at a sports bar for pre-stag drinks. That’s all… I remember nothing from this… alternate timeline of yours.” He flattens his hair down with both hands. “It’s just too painful to take in. Emma married Jimmy, instead of me. But I should be grateful. At least he was looking out for her.”

      I blink away my tears.

      This is probably not the best time to tell him James Church, his best friend, is a high priority patient four floors above us. The smashed laptop on the floor fizzes and sparks. Thankfully, his treatment location was never made public.

      Dean looks across at his bed. The fake vitals still beep away in the background. “Jimmy seems to be a big deal here. He’s all over the internet.”

      “Yeah, a real champion of the people,” I say. “He was born in this timeline too, like your Emma… and me. James Church did a lot of good here.”

      “Sounds like Jimmy,” Dean whispers, as his gaze falls to the floor. “The online news reports say he was in a coma… like me.”

      “He collapsed after the… wedding ceremony,” I say. Dean flinches. “He’s been in a coma ever since.”

      “So, only Luther and Eddie remember me.”

      Eddie.

      I nod. “The change didn’t affect Eddie or Luther,” I say.

      Dean presses his face to the window. “Are they both waiting down there?”

      I can’t put this off any longer.

      “Eddie’s dead. Executed last month.”

      “Executed.” Dean voice tails off.

      I hope he can see from my watery eyes that I don’t want to talk about Eddie’s death. Thankfully, he reads my eyes well.

      “We met someone else from your timeline too. A young girl called Amber,” I say, wiping away tears. “Her aunt Nicci regained memories of your timeline.”

      Dean’s eyes open wide. “How did she get her memories back?”

      “Amber had a locket,” I say. “Inside was a photo of them together. When they both touched the photo, Nicci remembered everything and reverted to the woman from your timeline… It’s like the photo somehow restored her memories.”

      “Photo,” Dean says, looking eager.

      “We don’t have any other pictures from your timeline,” I say. “Before you ask.”

      Turning back to the window, I focus on the parking lot and leave Dean to his thoughts. I spot Sun Lin running to the South Building. She turns and glances up at the window. “Be safe,” I whisper. She should get on just fine in Scotland. She was forever telling me she loves the accent.

      Accent. Wait a minute… Dean doesn’t have an accent. Luther told me he was born in New Orleans, but moved to England when he was seven. I was expecting a hint of a southern accent, or a rich, regional English one. But there’s nothing in his voice to give away his birthplace. No accent at all.

      “Why is this time different?” Dean says, breaking the silence. “What changed?”

      I turn around and press my hands together. “Eddie called it a nexus point. Both worlds were identical until the Second World War.”

      Dean eyes open wide. “Germany won.”

      “No, Germany still lost. But in this world, before the war ended, the entire British royal family were assassinated. This led to Britain splitting into separate republics after the war.” I pull my hands apart to emphasize the point. “Because there was no royal family, magic wasn’t banished — restricted — here, like in your timeline,” I say. “Whoever abused your Affinity magic wanted this to happen.”

      Dean bends down, grabbing something shiny from the floor. “But I can’t do any magic here.” He shows me the closet door handle. “After reading about Emma, I tried to open a doorway — a Traverse — to her, but nothing happened.”

      He throws the handle onto the bed. “I guess our Affinity magic hasn’t sparked in this world. I can’t do magic without her.” He looks up, giving me a sideways glance, staring at my hair. “Maybe…” His voice tails and he shakes his head, dismissing whatever thought had sprang into his mind.

      “There’s something that stops live magic here. It’s called the Veil. It’s like a force field over the entire county.” I wave my hand in the air. “Remember that Emitter? There’s something similar, but more modern, like a smartwatch. They connect into your veins.” I tap my finger against my ulnar artery. “They’re called Sunbursts. They block the Veil and let you do magic.”

      Dean’s nose scrunches up at the name. “Sunburst… really?” He glances at my hair. “Do you use one?”

      “No, we don’t have access to one.” I run my hands through my dyed, orange highlights. “Eddie said this has a different rapport. ‘Dead magic’ he called it. My hair just warns me about nearby magic, like a radar. It’s not affected by the Veil.”

      Dean leans against the window, tapping his heel against the wall. “Do you still suffer from claustrophobia, in this timeline?” he asks.

      “Yeah, sometimes. How did you know?”

      “I met you, in my timeline, at Disney World in Florida.” He looks straight into my eyes. “You were standing next to me in a lift when it broke down. I didn’t realize it was you at first. Before I could get over the shock, you had an attack.”

      “Disney World,” I say. “What’s that?”

      Dean rubs his forehead. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “No, never heard of it.” I shake my head. “Is this place important?”

      He walks behind me, shaking his head. “Never mind.”

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “Let me try something,” he says. “When I met you before, you were hyperventilating. I told you to trust me and not panic. Then I did this.”

      He reaches over my shoulders and covers my eyes. His soft hands press against my skin. My whole body trembles, like an earthquake erupting deep inside.

      Dean gasps and pulls away. “Did you feel that?”

      I stagger back, overcome with happiness. Waves of joy wash over me, gaining intensity with every second. I lean against the wall, unable to speak. I’ve got butterflies, but the sensation is a hundred times stronger. Like one giant butterfly sending my stomach into spasms of pleasure.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Even though I’ve cared for Dean for over a week, it now feels like I’m seeing him for the first time. The white T-shirt hugs the contours of his chiseled chest. A far cry from his emaciated, bedridden body from earlier today.

      He glances at me. His eyes are so intense. They sparkle with Radiance. Vibrant orange Radiance, like dancing fireflies in the night sky. They’re so inviting…

      Suddenly, we’re locked in a tight embrace, our lips pressed together. Time seems to stop moving as we kiss.

      After what feels like hours, we break apart and I stare into his sparkling eyes. His wonderful, magic eyes.

      I lean back as memories explode in my mind — new memories. An elevator… A hotel room…

      More memories flash through my mind, sending my heart racing into high gear. It’s like I’m in two places at the same time.

      I shake away the new memories and lean back. Dean’s arms still wrap around me, holding me tight. Whatever’s pulling us together is too strong. We kiss again and I succumb to this wonderful euphoria.

      Dean pushes me away as more memories flood my mind.

      My aunt… A cartoon mouse… Crowds of people…

      My life in the other timeline. Eddie’s timeline.

      Eddie.

      My head clears. I run my finger over my still tingling lips. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Eddie.

      My chest suddenly feels so heavy, like my heart has turned to stone.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      I’m so sorry, Eddie.

      My eyes sting as I fight back the tears.

      “Don’t worry… It’s just Affinity,” Dean says, gasping for air. “Somehow, you’re connected to it — to me. I suspected it in Florida.” He points at the mirror on the closet door. “Look.”

      My eyes stare back at me. Not with my normal blue Radiance, but with orange, like his. “I can remember what happened,” I say, wiping my sparkling eyes.

      “You remember?”

      “Yeah, some of it. In the elevator at Disney World, you opened a magic door back to her… my hotel room. I thought I’d just passed out, and you carried me back there. I can remember the confusion. The worry that you saw my magic.”

      Dean’s eyes open wide. “You… she, knew about her magic?” he asks. “When her hair sparked, I knew she was an Enchanter. But I was sure she knew nothing about magic.”

      “Yeah, I did know. But I was so scared of being discovered.”

      Lonely eyes.

      The song lyrics jump into my head, words I shouldn’t know. “Lonely eyes will never see me go. Lonely eyes will never know. Lonely eyes will always be, remembering what you meant to me.”

      Dean’s eyes open wide.

      “The song you sang,” I say. “My song. I remembered the words.”

      The other me seemed so calm. Even standing on the stage in front of all those people, she was always calm. Triple C… Cool, calm, and collected. Triple C. That’s what she called it… What I called it.

      Dean narrows his eyes. “How do you feel?”

      That’s a good question. “Triple C,” I say. “Cool, calm, and collected.”

      Crap.

      I’ve lost track of the time. I turn back to the window and search the parking lot below. Thankfully, I can see Ripley crossing the bridge into the South Building parking lot. Luther hasn’t set off yet.

      “Do you remember anything else?” Dean asks.

      “Just a few images and feelings. It’s a lot to process.”

      I concentrate hard, but the kiss keeps jumping to the front of my mind. How could I kiss Dean like that?

      Eddie.

      Dean taps my arm, dragging my mind back into focus. “Is that Luther?” he says.

      Nicci’s camper van is already at the underground ramp. “Come on, we need to get moving.”

      We head to the elevators, with just the squeak of our shoes breaking the eerie silence. Dean notices the discarded magazine on the ward reception desk. The one with Eddie’s picture on the cover.

      “Magic terrorism,” he says.

      I nod. “That’s what they like to call us. Magic terrorists.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Dean slams his hand against the elevator door. “I presume there’s a plan to put all this right?” he asks. “Luther always has a plan.”

      “Yes, Luther has a plan,” I say, unable to hide a quick smile. “I’ll let him explain when we get out of here.”

      “I’m not gonna like it. Am I?”

      “Nope.” I press the elevator the call button and the door slides open.

      “Will you be okay in there?” Dean nods at the open elevator.

      “Claustrophobia is the least of my problems,” I say, stepping inside. “I’m fine; it’s only a few floors.”

      I swipe the copied ID card through the reader next to the keypad. Thankfully, the underground button illuminates. I press it and the elevator descends.

      I focus on the readout.

      Three… Two… One…

      The elevator jolts to a sudden stop, sending me into Dean’s arms. Butterflies tingle in my stomach.

      “What was that?” he asks, as the door slides open.

      Ignoring the fluttering in my stomach, I jab at the keypad again. Nothing. The doors stay open.

      Crap.

      We’ll have to use the—

      “—stairs,” Dean says, running out of the elevator. I follow him to the main stairwell. The door is wide open.

      “The evacuation procedure unlocks everything.” I pause, remembering the exception in the procedure. “Except access to the underground parking garage.” I swipe the copied ID through the reader, but the door stays locked. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

      Dean eyes open wide. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      “I was just about to say that… We’ll have to use the main—”

      “—doors.” Dean finishes my sentence again. “It’s the Affinity,” he says.

      “Does it let you read my mind?”

      “Almost,” he says, trying the handle again. “What about Luther? Will he still be waiting for us?”

      “No, he’s got this magic book that can see everything. It’s been watching me all day.”

      Dean stops still, like a statue. “I forgot about John Munro’s journal,” he says slowly turning around.

      Crap… The kiss.

      Luther has read, in full detail, about everything that has just happened between us, including the kiss. Eddie. My eyes fill with guilty tears again.

      “We need to be careful. Affinity stirs up strong emotions with us,” Dean says. “It did before.” His voice tails off to almost a whisper.

      The kiss.

      “Did we kiss, in the hotel room?” I ask, wiping my eyes. “In your timeline.”

      Dean stares at the floor.

      “What about your fiancée? Did you tell her?”

      “Yeah.” He rubs his jaw. “No choice with Affinity. She knew everything that happened to me.”

      Would Eddie have understood? I couldn’t help it. The attraction was too strong. I had no choice.

      Crap.

      That sounds like a lame excuse.

      Dean walks ahead of me while I stop at the security office door and check the time. Eleven forty-seven. The EMP will fire in thirteen minutes. The bomb squad should be working on the fake bomb.

      Crap.

      I chase after Dean to warn him. He’s stood by the open lobby door. I pull him back and peer around inside the lobby. The transplant case sits on the reception desk. “Looks like they’re not bothered about the fake bomb.”

      Using the abstract sculptures for cover, we head around the edge of the lobby. Keeping tight to the wall, we ease our way to the main doors. I focus through the windows into the parking lot outside. No sign of the camper van.

      Suddenly, Dean pushes me behind the security desk and up against the wall. Over his shoulder, three women walk into view outside the entrance. They stop just outside the main doors. Two are wearing plain black business suits. The other one, dressed in white, stands out like a cloud in a clear blue sky. Her suit seems to pulsate in the bright sunshine.

      Dean holds me tight. “I don’t think these are the bomb squad,” he whispers.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “One-way glass. They can’t see us.”

      Dean relaxes his grip. “Let’s try the stairs again.” He searches under the security desk. “I’ll force the door.”

      “Come on, Luther,” I whisper. “Where are you?”

      I turn around and look past the women, but there’s still no sign of the camper van in the parking lot.

      Then I see it… The three women are wearing Sunbursts.

      Crap.

      The glass in front of me suddenly shakes. “Did you see that?” I point at the window.

      A small tremor erupts on the glass, turning into a ripple that spreads across all the windows, like a pebble dropped into a pond.

      Dean pulls my arm. “We need to move.” He grabs my hand and pulls me away from the windows. His eyes stay fixed on my hair. “It’s spa—”

      The entrance windows explode before he can finish his sentence. He hugs me tight, turning his back to the explosion, protecting me from the shower of glass.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Magic.” He runs his fingers through my hair. “I can see your hair sparking under the dye.”

      My legs give way and I collapse onto the cold marble floor. Dean falls too. Sharp glass rips through my thin scrubs, scratching at my legs, as he frantically pulls me onto his chest. “Stay on top,” he whispers, wrapping his arms around me.

      A sharp pull tugs at my feet, like someone trying to pull my shoes off. Another tug, stronger this time. It yanks us across the floor, like an invisible rope is pulling us.

      Dean winces in pain as the broken glass cuts into his back. There’s nothing I can do to help. He puts his arm over my head, keeping it down against his chest. I can feel his heart beating fast against my cheek.

      A warm breeze blows across my back and we stop moving. We’re outside the hospital. I roll away from Dean’s chest on to the concrete. The three women look down at me.

      I stand, but an overwhelming pressure keeps me rooted to the spot. It’s like someone pressing down on my head and holding my arms tight behind my back.

      I can’t move. Dean. There’s a trail of blood on the floor… Dean.

      The woman in white walks in front of me, tapping away on her phone. “Take this call, will you, Mel?” She throws the phone to one of her colleagues and then walks behind me.

      She plants a hand on my shoulder. Her brown hair falls against my neck as she presses tight against my back. The smell of perfume is overpowering, like she’s bathed in it.

      “Who are you?!” Dean yells. “What do you want?!”

      My heart flutters at hearing his voice. He’s okay.

      The woman leans in close to my ear. “I can’t have you interfering today,” she whispers, twirling her finger through my hair. She moves my hair to one side and gently strokes my neck. Her breath blows against my skin. I get the strangest feeling she’s going to kiss my neck.

      The wedding.

      Her touch triggers a memory. I’ve seen her before… She was the planner for the Church wedding. I remember seeing her on the news. Andrea Shaw… She took over Church Incorporated after James Church collapsed.

      “We’ve got a problem.” Mel, the woman Shaw gave the phone to, walks in front of me. “There’s a Military Police Incursion team at the hospital.” She glances at me. “They’ve got kill orders on these two.”

      Shaw walks to the left, focusing on the parking lot. “How many?”

      “Five.”

      She turns to the other woman in black. “Open a Traverse, Kim,” she shouts, pushing Dean forward. “We have to get these two out of here. Now!”

      Red spots of blood cover Dean’s white lab coat. Suddenly, one of the spots moves. It dances across his body, resting on his forehead.

      Shaw screams. “Melanie—”
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      “No!”

      The scream reverberates through the camper van from outside, sending my mind back to the Gulf War. I close my eyes, but I can’t block it out. The town of Khafji. The screams. The explosion. My leg…

      “Snap out of it, Luther!”

      My eyes spring open at the panic in Nicci’s voice. I rub my knee and then reach further down. There’s excruciating pain where my calf should be. This soon disappears as I press into the cold metal rods underneath.

      Kathy’s last words in the journal fade away, leaving a blank page. “No… not again.” I push open the door and step out of the van. My hands shake as I pull my Berettas out of their holsters.

      Nicci grabs my shoulder, pulling me back. “What the hell just happened?”

      “Kathy… She’s gone.” I twist away from her grip and run up the parking ramp into the glaring sunshine.

      Dizzy.

      Pain shoots through my knee with every step. I shift more weight onto my good leg. I don’t want to pass out.

      A whirring noise, like helicopter blades, buzzes close to my head. I drop to the ground and scramble behind a metallic blue car. Shielding my eyes, I look to the sky for the source of the noise. A soldier flies over me, blocking out the sun. It’s like a giant, invisible hand is twirling him by his leg. He fires his MP5. Bullets thud into the asphalt next to me. He continues firing as he spins. A curved line carves through the car bonnet and across the windscreen.

      The fuel tank.

      I dive behind another car as the metallic blue one explodes. Chunks of burning metal pepper the side of the silver car protecting me. It rocks sideways under the impact. Another smaller explosion sends a plume of black smoke high into the sky.

      The smell of burning metal is overpowering.

      Libby.

      Think of anything. Anything but that… Think of Khafji.

      I shake my head, but worse memories force Khafji aside in my mind. They attack my soul.

      No. Please, no.

      My mind jumps back to Pennsylvania Avenue. Our car. Black smoke. Burning metal. The melted purse. Libby…

      I jam my knee down into the socket of the prosthetic leg and turn what’s left of my limb.

      Intense pain.

      The nerve endings scream as I rotate my knee. But the pain drives the car bomb memories away.

      Dizzy.

      I stop turning the joint as the first stings of dizziness creep into my mind. I can’t pass out, not now.

      The soldier’s helmet falls, bouncing off the car hood onto the asphalt. The attached radio earpiece hisses. “Report. Report.”

      I peer over the hood. Another soldier rises into the sky from the far side of the parking lot, like a marionette on invisible strings. Then three more rise from their hiding places. They crash together in mid-air and rise even higher, like a distant flock of birds in the sky. Then they drop. Fast. Crashing against the stone corner of the hospital and landing in a heap on the sidewalk.

      I head past the smoking blue car, to the pile of broken bodies. A dark stream of blood trickles into the storm drain at the edge of the road. I step over the blood and run to the corner of the hospital. Pressing tight to the cool stone wall, I peer around at the smashed entrance.

      Kathy.

      She’s lying on the ground. Not moving. Her head resting in a dark red puddle. Dean crouches over her, shaking.

      The three women stand behind him in a Trinity Formation. Two dark suits, one white.

      “Freeze. Don’t move!” I shout, aiming my Berettas.

      The three women start turning, like a carousel.

      Suddenly, I rise from the ground, like someone is yanking me up from my collar. My stomach drops like the first seconds of a parachute jump. I swing my arm, but there’s nothing above my head.

      I’m at least ten-foot from the ground. I shield my eyes from the bright sun and squeeze the Beretta triggers, firing four quick rounds at the spinning women below. But the bullets bounce off a hidden barrier protecting them as they turn. I fire off another two rounds. I drop a little. The more I fire, the lower I drop.

      I fall the last four-feet to the ground.

      I spin around and aim my Berettas, but the three women are gone. Turning in a circle, I check the perimeter, but there’s no sight of them.

      Avoiding the broken glass on the ground, I head over to Kathy. There’s a dark bloody hole in the center of her forehead. Her lifeless, empty eyes stare back. I check for a pulse. Nothing.

      She’s dead.

      “Red laser targets came out of nowhere, covering us all,” Dean says, his eyes falling on Kathy. “The women couldn’t get their magic barrier up in time.”

      Reaching down to Kathy, I gently close her eyes.

      Dean’s teary eyes sparkle with orange Radiance, brighter than I’ve seen before. It spreads out from his eyes onto his skin in tiny glowing veins.

      “Dean, you need to calm down.” I help him to his feet. “Take a deep breath and count to ten.”

      I flick on the Beretta safety and pull the slide back on, ejecting the round in the chamber. I do the same for my other Beretta. “Where did they go?” I ask, holstering my guns.

      “They opened a Traverse.”

      Dean drops to his knees, next to Kathy’s body. He starts shaking. Fast. Raising a blurry fist, he pounds it down onto the asphalt. Tiny cracks race out from under his fist, rupturing the ground. I step out of the way as they shoot past my feet, tearing through the ground like burrowing animals. They glow orange, like the veins on Dean’s face.

      Affinity.

      We both watch the cracks, mesmerized, as they crunch through the sidewalk and race past the exposed lobby, towards the corner of the hospital like fizzing fuse wires.

      Move.

      I dive over to Dean, pushing him to the ground.

      A huge explosion shakes everything around us, like an earthquake. A dust cloud balloons from over my shoulder. The right-hand corner of the hospital is gone. As the dust clears, I focus through the gaping hole. I can see trees on the riverbank behind.

      Pulsating orange veins cover most of Dean’s face. His eyes fizz with matching, orange Radiance. The shaking gets worse. I can hardly make him out.

      Pain.

      I punch Dean, aiming for the middle of the orange fizzing blur. My fist connects with his jaw and he drops to the ground, like a boxer knocked out. The shaking stops and the glowing veins disappear from his face

      “That’s one to remember,” I whisper.

      “What did you do that for?” He rubs his jaw as he shakily gets to his feet.

      I point back to the hospital. “You lost control!”

      “John Munro was right,” Dean says, looking at his hands. “I can’t control Affinity on my own.” He looks down at Kathy’s lifeless body.

      “There’s nothing we can do for her now.” I grab his shoulder. “We need to go.” I pull my hand away, and it’s smeared with blood. His blood.

      “What the hell happened?!” Nicci shouts, running through the dust cloud.

      I cough and glance at Dean. “He happened.”

      Between us, we support Dean and help him back down the parking ramp. “Kathy’s dead,” I say. “Shot by a Military Police sniper.”

      Nicci’s lip trembles as she glances over her shoulder. “What about those women?”

      I help Dean into the van, sitting him down on the comfy seat at the back. Amber slides into the chair across at the table, her wide eyes staring at him. She’s got the journal. I hold out my hand to stop her, but she ignores me and opens it.

      “Kathy recognized one of the women,” I say. “It was the CEO of Church Incorporated. Andrea Shaw.”

      Nicci bangs the side of the van with her fist. She turns and walks back to the hospital entrance. “What about Kathy? We can’t just leave her.”

      I jump out of the van and grab her arm. “There’s nothing we can do for her now.”

      “But…”

      I turn her around. “When I restore the timeline, Kathy and Eddie will be still alive. This won’t have happened.” I focus on her eyes. “Hold on to that thought Nicci. Keep it in the center of your mind… We can still save them.”

      She glances back over her shoulder at the crumpled bodies of the MPs. “Fricking bastards!”

      We climb back inside the van. “We need to get moving,” I say, checking the time.

      “Do you want me to drive?” Nicci asks, nervously glancing at my hands.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say. “Can you take care of him?”

      “What do you mean?” Nicci notices Dean’s shredded, blood stained, lab coat. “Jesus Frick.”

      I turn to Amber. She’s staring at my journal page. I bend down and look her straight in the eyes. “Everything will be okay,” I whisper. “We can still save them all.”

      I prize the journal from her grasp, open it to an empty page and drop it on the seat next to Dean.

      “It’s okay,” he says, grimacing. “I remember what to do.” He plants his hand down on the page.
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      What the hell was that? I’ve never felt rage like that before. I barely even knew Kathy, but when she died, it was like a part of me died too. It triggered something deep inside, something I can’t control… Affinity.

      Where are you, Emma?

      My hands still tingle from the magic. It’s all a blur, but I remember pounding the concrete — hard. I should have broken bones, but apart from dust and dirt, my hands are fine. But the smell from the explosion lingers in my nostrils like burnt ash after a bonfire. A reminder of what I’ve done. But, if I haven’t met Emma in this world, how can I even do magic?

      Kathy.

      It must have been Kathy. Her connection to me… to Affinity. She must have given me a temporary focus.

      I glance at the journal on the table. Words spread across the page from where my hand rested, like a swarm of ants. I read the words, looking for answers. But then I remember it only shows your thoughts… These thoughts.

      I close my eyes tight, hoping it’s a dream, hoping I’ll wake up next to Emma.

      “It’s not a dream.”

      The voice is female. Soft but with an eerie, electronic echo. It came from the young girl opposite at the table. She strokes her hand over a heart-shaped, silver locket around her neck.

      “You’re Amber,” I say.

      She wipes her eyes. “Yes, and that’s my aunt Nicci, talking to Luther.”

      “Nicci,” I say. “The one that got her memories back.”

      The blonde-haired woman leaning over the driver’s seat turns at the mention of her name. “You make it sound like an episode of Friends,” she says, sitting down next to me.

      “What’s with her voice?” I whisper.

      “It’s her Electro-Larynx Choker, my invention,” Nicci says. “Amber’s voice was stolen.”

      “By magic,” I say.

      Nicci twists my shoulders around. “Yes, by fricking magic.”

      Poor kid.

      Nicci tugs at the white coat. “Can you lift your arms? I need to get this off,” she says.

      I raise my arms as high as I can. There’s no pain now — only a cold numbness to my skin.

      “Keep your arms up.” She lifts off my T-shirt too. “Amber, pass me some water.”

      I try to turn my head, but Nicci forces me back around to face the window. All I can do is watch the buildings whizz past outside. Blue flags hang everywhere — they turn into a long blue blur the faster Luther drives.

      “Where are we?”

      “It’s called New Bakewell,” Nicci says.

      The blurry skyline looks more like London or New York City. “I grew up in Bakewell. It doesn’t look like I remember.”

      Amber puts a bottle of water on the table.

      “I’m so sorry about your voice,” I say. “It must be terrible.”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine now.”

      Brave kid.

      Nicci grabs the bottle of water. “Lean forward, Dean. This might sting a bit.” She dabs at my back with a towel. The numbness is fading, but the water doesn’t sting — it soothes my skin instead.

      “Jesus Christ. It looks like you got a window’s worth of glass stuck in here.” She grabs a small first aid box from under the table. Flipping open the lid, she takes out a pair of tweezers.

      I grab a tissue from the box next to me and wipe away the dirt on my hands. They still tingle; I clench my fists to shake away the feeling. My knuckles crack, the same noise Kathy’s head made as the bullet exploded through her skull. The scene plays over in my mind like it’s stuck on repeat.

      Kathy… Kathy… Kathy!

      Every repetition brings more intense fury. My whole body feels on fire. “You’re not bothered, are you?!” I shout. “Kathy’s dead and none of you give a damn!”

      Nicci jumps back, pressing herself against the side door, her eyes open wide in shock.

      Luther slams on the brakes and the van screeches to a stop. “Nicci, if the veins around his eyes glow orange, knock him out!” he shouts.

      Amber’s terrified face halts the burning fury swelling in my head. There’s a kettle on the table. I check my reflection in the shiny metal.

      My eyes sparkle with fiery-orange Affinity Radiance. But it’s different, more intense, like hundreds of tiny exploding fireworks. I don’t understand. I only have Radiance when I’m with Emma… or Kathy. It never happens just with anger.

      As I stare at my reflection, the veins around my eyes turn orange too. They pulsate in rhythm with my pounding heartbeat. I touch a vein, but a wasp-like sting bites at my fingers. The rage builds again.

      Nicci’s face appears in the kettle reflection. I turn around, but she backs away, dropping the tweezers. “Luther! His fricking veins are glowing!” She reaches over the back seat and pulls out a baseball bat. She holds it above her head, ready to swing.

      “Whoa, it’s okay.” I hold up my hands. “I know what to do.”

      I close my eyes and breathe slowly, counting the breaths.

      One… Two… Three… Four… Five…

      The rage fades and I’m relieved to see normal blue eyes looking back at me from the side of the kettle.

      “Is he okay?” Luther asks.

      Nicci bends down and grabs my face with both hands. “Yup, his eyes look normal again.” She shakes her head and puts the baseball bat back behind the seat.

      Luther stares at me, narrowing his eyes. “Are you sure, Nicci?”

      “Yes. He’s fine.”

      Amber still looks terrified. “Don’t worry, I was taught by Zen monks to meditate,” I say, leaning forward. “They must have known.”

      Did they know?

      Those intense weeks in the Tibetan mountains with Emma suddenly make sense now.

      Amber tilts her head. “Zen monks? Really?”

      I force a smile. “Yes, really.”

      Nicci grabs the kettle from my hand and swaps it for a chipped mug. “Hold this.” She pours in a little water. Grabbing the tweezers from the floor, she stirs them twice and then sits down behind me. “This might hurt,” she says.

      No pain. Just a tiny tug on my skin, like when you have stitches under anesthetic.

      A piece of glass splashes into the mug. “One down, a million to go,” Nicci says.

      “How’s his back?” Luther asks, as the van starts moving again.

      “It’s starting to heal. Some of the glass is falling out on its own.”

      Luther suddenly slams on the brakes. “But it shouldn’t be healing. We’re still inside the Veil.” He starts driving again.

      “I guess we don’t need to get him to Scotland now,” Nicci says, dropping more glass into the mug.

      Veil… Scotland.

      I keep breathing slowly, just in case the rage returns. I’ve never felt that kind of intense anger before. It scares me. If it wasn’t for Amber’s terrified face making me stop, I don’t know what would have happened.

      I flick through the journal pages. As well as the one I just primed, there’s one for Luther and Nicci. I can’t find a page for Am—

      “You won’t find a page for Amber,” Nicci says, peering over my shoulder. “For some reason, it just won’t connect to her mind.” She lowers her voice. “Good job too. I’m starting to hate that fricking thing.” More glass splashes into the mug.

      Amber twirls her silver locket around her finger while she watches my every move.

      The locket.

      I lean forward. “Kathy told me about your locket. Can I see it?”

      Amber glances at Nicci and then lifts the locket over her head. “It’s a picture of my stepmum and dad at their wedding.”

      There’s another photo inside, on the opposite side, sitting behind a teardrop shaped amber pendant — probably another keepsake of her lost parents. I carefully remove the pendant so I can see the other photo. It’s shows Amber, her stepmum, and a dark-haired woman. “Is this —”

      “Keep still,” Nicci says. “And yes, that’s me in the photo.”

      “So, all your memories came back when you touched this?” I ask.

      More glass drops in the cup. “Yup, but I still remember the other stuff,” Nicci says. “If I concentrate, I can remember everything that happened to me in this timeline too. It’s overwhelming, like when you wake up in the middle of a dream and you’re not sure where you are.”

      I carefully place the pendant back inside the locket and pass it back to Amber. “Was it the same for you,” I ask.

      “No, she’s an Enchanter, just like you,” Nicci says, before Amber can answer. “We think her magic sparked at the exact moment time changed. It kept her safe.”

      A large piece of bloody-glass splashes into the mug.

      “At first I thought she was a victim of whatever caused the Fall. It’s a good thing we ran into Luther and Eddie.”

      Eddie.

      “Kathy said Eddie was executed. What happened?”

      Luther brakes for traffic lights. “Read this.” He passes a folded newspaper page over his shoulder to Amber and she gives it to me. The paper feels strange to the touch, smooth and waxy.

      “The paper’s different here,” Nicci says. “It’s got a plastic compound mixed in that stops any… magical interference.”

      I unfold the page and read it.

      
        
        Magic Terror Suspect Executed – By Cassie Collins

        Without a trial or a chance to defend himself, Edward Munro was executed by firing squad at high noon. Members of the media were allowed into the Greenwich MDC to witness the execution. Yet another sick display of force by the Military Police.

      

      

      There’s a photo of Eddie in the paper. Underneath, another photo shows protesters holding banners. “Magic terrorism?” I ask.

      “They blame Enchanters for the Fall,” Nicci says. “Present company excluded.”

      “The Fall,” I say. “I read something about that at the hospital. All those deaths.”

      “Remember the limits on using magic for time travel?” Luther asks, cutting in.

      “Yes, it kills you,” I say. “One second of time takes a life… Your life… Or that’s what it’s supposed to do.”

      Emma.

      Memories of a time magic experiment with Emma attack my mind. It was only a one-minute Time Traverse — we didn’t know the full consequences.

      “Imagine if someone found a way of taking the life of other people without a risk to themselves,” Luther says.

      He knows Affinity can do that. He knows what we did.

      “With Affinity,” I say.

      “Yes, and imagine the damage someone could do with a seventy-six year Traverse to the past,” Luther says.

      “But that would kill millions of people.”

      “Billions,” Luther says.

      “Two point four billion, to be exact.” Nicci forces me back around. “Keep still.”

      “So, this Fall was caused by a time doorway,” I say.

      “Yes, it happened two years ago today,” Luther says. “But whoever changed the past didn’t realize the same price had to be paid in both timelines. When time reached the same point in this one, over two billion people died here too.” Luther sighs. “They called it the Fall. Look outside. There’s banners and flags everywhere to remember the people that died.”

      I look out of the window. No buildings, just trees now. But the flags are still there, forming a blurry blue line as we drive past. Billions of people dead. It’s too much to take in.

      “Was this my fault?” I ask. “Did I cause it?”

      “You were there when the doorway—” Luther pauses for a second to correct himself. “—when the Traverse opened. Eddie too.”

      I turn away from the window. “What about Emma?” I ask.

      “No, Emma wasn’t involved.”

      Emma.

      “Do you know where she is?” I ask, leaning forward. “Right now?”

      Luther glances over his shoulder at me. “We’re taking you to her now,” he says. “I hope you have the same reaction with her, like you did with—” He pauses. “Like you did before. As it stands, she doesn’t remember our timeline. But she needs to remember it, for your Affinity to work.”

      Butterflies. Intense flutters. “You know where she is?”

      “We know where she will be…” His voice trails off, and the van slows down. “Nicci, there’s an MP roadblock at the junction up ahead. They’re checking cars heading to the freeway.”

      “Go left onto Amelia Road,” she says, studying her tablet. “We can skirt around the junction and come back on to Longstone Road. Go now, Luther!”

      He grips the wheel, turning it sharply. Nicci peers out of the rear window. “Looks like we’ll be okay. No one is following us.”

      “I knew those magic attacks would make it difficult for us,” Luther says, anger ripping through his voice. “The roads will be difficult to travel on.”

      Nicci sits down next to me again. “We only need to get him to Emma.”

      Emma.

      I try to slow down my heartbeat. Thoughts of seeing Emma make me dizzy. “Kathy mentioned you had a plan.”

      Nicci drops a couple more chunks of glass into the mug. They clink on top of the growing pile, like a glistening island surrounded by a red sea. “Yup. I worked out the point when history changed,” she says.

      “When the royal family was assassinated. Kathy told me.” I turn to Luther, but he’s concentrating on the road. “What did that do to Eddie?”

      He ignores the question. “The plan is for you to open another Traverse, to before the assassination attempt,” he says. “Then I will stop the assassin, which should put history back on the correct path.”

      I shake my head. “No, that will cost more lives… There will be no one left.”

      “There’s no other way,” Nicci says.

      “There has to be,” I say. “Why don’t we go back to last year and stop the time Traverse opening?”

      “If we went back to last year, it would be in this timeline. Not ours,” Nicci says. “There’s no way to get back to our time.”

      I bury my head in my hands. “There has to be another way.”

      John Munro.

      “What about the Sanctuary?” I ask. “That’s protected. There may have been a way back to our timeline from there.”

      “That’s what Eddie thought,” Luther says. “We tried everything to open the Sanctuary door. But it’s a dead man’s door. It only allows dying Enchanters through.” He sighs. “That plan stopped when Eddie wanted me to shoot him.” He pauses. “The only way forward is to stop the assassination.”

      “But you’ll be stranded in the past,” I say. “A time Traverse is one way.”

      “That will be my problem.”

      “What about the price you mentioned? When time catches up, there will be another debt to pay. Another two and a half billion lives,” I say. “What’s the point in putting history right if there’s no one left to live it?”

      Luther holds up a rolled piece of paper. “Eddie wrote this declaration for Kalendis, the Enchanter Council. They will have seventy-six years to work out how to stop the ripple effect. It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

      I return to the view from the window. When Emma and I opened a one-minute time Traverse, we thought we could be clever and beat the rules. Taking a tiny fraction of a second from five billion people seemed harmless. Little did we know, it wasn’t just a rule, it was a fact. One second costs one life, no shortcuts. We took the lives of sixty innocent people. My heart sinks at the memory. I can’t go through it again. Not on the scale Luther demands.

      Nicci grabs the mug from my hand. “All done.”

      The camper van screeches to a stop. “Just in time,” Luther says. “We’re here.”

      Nicci glares at Luther. “Careful with my brakes.” She hands me a blue checked shirt. “Put this on.”

      “Get ready for a shock,” Luther says. “This is Longstone Park — all that’s left of the Longstone Estate, where you grew up.” Squeezing between the front seats, he holds out his hand and nods at the journal. I hand it to him and pull the checked shirt over my shoulders.

      Nicci was right about my back — it has healed. There’s no pain at all. I button up the shirt and step out of the van into the warm sunshine. The smell of baking hot tarmac swirls around, reminding me of afternoons picking at the melting pavement when I was younger.

      “Wait a minute.” Luther pulls his old Polaroid camera from his jacket pocket. The pocket opening stretches to accommodate the large camera.

      “Still taking the photos, then?” I ask.

      Luther nods and then points the camera at his face and takes a photo. Nicci and Amber line up next to me and Luther takes a group shot of us all together. The photo ejects slowly from the front of the camera.

      Nicci nudges my shoulder. “He likes to keep a record of everything,” she says. “Everything.”

      “Yes, I know.” Turning around, I look closer at my surroundings. Nothing here looks familiar at all. Straight in front of me there’s a billboard advertisement on the perimeter fence of the car park. I walk over to read it, leaving the others by the van.

      
        
        7P7: Remember the Fallen

        Lakeside Vigil – Release a Candle of Remembrance

      

      

      The white fence under the billboard is covered with names. Written and painted, they fill every available space.

      Luther joins me by the fence. He slips the undeveloped photos inside the journal. “Makes it all real, doesn’t it?” he says. “Seeing the names. This is why we must succeed. You of all people should know that.”

      It was impossible to know who died because of what Emma and I did. But here, I’m looking at thousands of names. People killed because of my magic. Because of Affinity.

      My fault.

      I feel responsible for them all. If there’s any chance to save these people, I must take it.

      Luther glances at Nicci and Amber. They’ve stayed with the camper van. Nicci taps on her tablet, like she’s searching for something.

      “What’s the story with those two?” I ask. “How did they get tangled up in your plan?”

      “When we realized what happened, Eddie and I looked for anyone else that might remember our timeline. We tracked his sister-in-law to a hospital in London.” He looks over his shoulder. “That’s where we came across Nicci and Amber. Kathy was working there as well,” he says. “You could call it fate.”

      “Evangeline. You found Evangeline!” An icy chill runs down my spine at the thought of John Munro’s wife.

      “Don’t worry, she’s completely catatonic due to the Fall. There’s thousands in the same condition — Amber’s stepmother being one of them.”

      So many lives affected by my magic… So many lives ruined. “What does 7P7 mean?”

      Luther glances up at the billboard. “It’s the time it happened. The Fall. Seven minutes past seven.”

      “What exactly did happen?”

      Luther glances over at Nicci and Amber again. “I was waiting at the Steel City Sports Bar in Sheffield. Jim Church picked that as the place to kick off your bachelor party. But someone attacked me there,” he says. “When I came around, I found out that you and Eddie were taken from your hotel room.” Luther holds up the journal. “I tracked you both to an abandoned steelworks. I just got inside as two people disappeared through a Traverse. I didn’t realize it was the time Traverse until all this happened.” He gestures with his hands along the fence.

      “Who opened the Traverse?”

      Luther shakes his head. “They were women, but I couldn’t see their faces. They were wearing Repelers — magic safety suits,” he says. “You and Eddie were tied to hospital gurneys; you were out cold… There was a woman there tied to a gurney too… Kathy.”

      “Really?” I ask. “What was she doing there?”

      Luther narrows his eyes, then shakes his head. “My mind was a little hazy after it happened… I didn’t realize anything was different at first. But then I realized you and Kathy had gone; it was just me and Eddie left.”

      “Why weren’t you affected when everything changed?”

      Luther taps the journal. “Because of this. Me and Eddie both primed it.” He checks his watch and glances across at Nicci. “I didn’t know Kathy had a connection to Affinity until she met you just now in the hospital. What was going on? Were you having an affair with her — in our timeline?”

      “It was just a kiss.” The memory of Emma asking the same question fills my mind. “Kathy didn’t have Affinity,” I say. “Not full Affinity, anyway. It was more like an echo of it. After I sensed the connection at Disney World, I talked to John Munro about what happened… about the kiss. You know how obsessive he was about Affinity. He did some research and found out that Kathy first sparked at the exact minute Emma and I were born.”

      Luther rubs his chin. “So, all your magic sparked at the same time,” he says. “Did you share this information with anyone else?”

      “Only Emma… and Jimmy,” I say. “Why?”

      Luther glances over his shoulder. Nicci and Amber start walking over. He leans in close. “Don’t you see?” he whispers. “Whoever opened the time Traverse knew about you… and Eddie’s heritage. They also knew about Kathy’s connection to Affinity. They used her instead of Emma.”

      “Jimmy wouldn’t have told anyone.” I shake my head. “I’m sure of it.”

      Luther checks the time again as Nicci and Amber join us. His eyes narrow and he gives me the kind of stare that means keep quiet.

      “Have they done it yet?” Nicci asks, indicating to the journal.

      Luther opens it and takes out the developed Polaroids. He writes the time and date under the photos in black pen and then slips them in his pocket.

      “We’ve been tracking Emma.” Nicci shows Luther her tablet.

      “One of those Emitter things?” I ask.

      “No, the old-fashioned way,” Nicci says. “We’re tracking her phone.”

      Luther checks the time again. “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      The thought of seeing Emma knots my stomach, in a good way. “Nervous,” I say.

      “Remember, whatever happens, just keep calm.” Luther looks back over my shoulder. “You better get moving.”

      The perimeter fence runs along the edge of the car park to a path. Overhanging tree branches cast the path in spindly, finger-like shadows. Lanterns hang from above, clinking together in the warm breeze. The further I get down the path, the more familiar it feels.

      Then I see it… Our tree tunnel.

      It’s neater than I remember, and gravel defines the pathway, but this is definitely one of our special places.

      Emma.

      Closing my eyes, I can still see Emma standing there. Her blonde hair waving over her shoulder. The glint of mischief in her eye as she ducks between the tunnel of branches to our secret wonderland.

      Not so secret any more.

      My heart pounds in perfect rhythm with each eager step as I run along the path. Turning a corner, I stop. There it is — our oak tree, dominating the sky like a wooden giant. This is where our Affinity first sparked. This tree became our tree.

      Dandelions surround the base of the trunk, looking like a fluffy white blanket. I remember standing in the same spot all those years ago, with Emma in the snow, and asking the tree’s permission to carve our names into its bark. I remember her expression. She thought it was absurd to talk to a tree — she said I was nuts.

      Pressing my palm against the tree, my heart skips a beat. The carving is still there. Both our names separated by a heart. Tracing my finger through the letters, my head suddenly goes all dizzy. How can it be here if we never met in this timeline?

      A woman’s voice shouts from behind me, cutting through the silence. “Why did she want to meet in the park?”

      There’s something familiar about the voice. But the dizziness clouds my mind. I stumble back from the tree. My lips tingle. It feels like I will pass out.

      Another voice shouts, “Look where you’re going!”

      I turn around to see, but a woman crashes into me, knocking me over. I collapse onto the hard gravel path. She falls on top, landing on my chest, winding me. I push her off and roll over. I get to my feet and hold out a hand to help her up.

      She shrugs away my help and stands on her own. “Why don’t you look where you’re going, you drongo!”

      My heart suddenly pounds like a racing drum against my chest. “Emma!”

      “Do I know you?” she asks.

      Her voice has more of an Australian edge than normal, and her hair is darker. But it’s definitely her. My beautiful Emma.

      “Are you all right, Emma? You just ran off.” Her friend runs over. “I saw you fall.” She turns to me, looking me up and down. “You idiot, didn’t you see her?”

      “It’s me. Dean,” I say. But Emma’s face remains blank. “Surely you remember me? Please. Come on, tell me you remember.”

      Emma backs away. “I’ve never seen you before,” she shouts. “Get out of my way.”

      My eyes focus on the tree behind her. “Remember.” I point at the carving. “Remember our tree?”

      Emma turns; her expression goes blank, like she’s in a trance. Her fingers touch the carving and she keeps her hand pressed against the bark for a few seconds… then she yanks it away, like she’s been burnt.

      I jump forward and press her hand back to the tree. “Remember,” I whisper.

      “Let her go, you idi—” Emma’s friend stops mid-sentence. Mouth wide open, she stares at us.

      Emma swings her hand around and slaps me, hard across the face, her eyes sparkling with fiery-orange Radiance.

      As I stagger back, my mind races to a different time and place. A school corridor where Emma did a similar thing. Same spot on my face — same stinging pain.

      With the echo from the slap still reverberating around us, everything stops. Time freezes. Emma’s friend stands still, her hand outstretched, like a statue. The birds in the sky hover in the same spot. Even the rays of sunshine hang in the air, like shimmering fingers.

      A sudden warm wind rushes around us, sending dandelion seeds into the air. They catch the frozen sunlight and glow hazy orange as they twirl. Everything else remains still.

      My heartbeat sounds so loud. “Do you remember?!” I shout. “It’s the same as before!”

      “I remember.” Emma places a hand on her chest. Her heart is pounding too. “I remember.”

      Her beautiful eyes sparkle even brighter. She steps forward and places her hand back to my face, gently this time. Her touch makes me tingle all over, my stomach ties up in knots.

      Pulling her close, I feel our hearts begin to beat at the same tempo. “It’s happening again,” I whisper in her ear. “Affinity is coming.”

      Voices, faint at first, signal the oncoming torrent. Our surroundings blur together; the only constant in this swirling madness is our touch.

      Emma pulls apart from my embrace. “It’s here.” She grips my hand tight and looks up to the sky. I follow her gaze.

      Billions of voices rain down on us like a thunderous waterfall. We blend with them all. We are these people. Their joy, their sadness, their very lives, are in our hands.

      Then, like the first time this happened, the voices become too much, too hard to decipher. Emma squeezes my hand. I pull her close and we kiss.

      
        
        Emma’s memories flood through my mind like a compressed flip book of her alternate life. I see her mum, her dad. The parts of her life when I was supposed to be there. All the dreams that I missed. The Fall. Jimmy, their life together, then the wedding. His collapse into a coma. Her confusion. The memories slow to a stop. We’ve synchronized. I am her. She is me. We are one. Complete bliss.

        The background voices fade into a serene melody, like distant church bells. Each one with its own distinct, magical, tone. Every living soul on the planet sings to us in a rapturous chorus of delight. Their life force runs through our veins, giving us access to unimaginable magic. We are everyone. We are everything. We are Affinity.

        A voice, stronger and louder than the others, pricks our serenity like a thorn and bursts our blissful bubble. The chorus fades and our brief second of Affinity is over.

        

      

      Time moves forward again.

      “Kathy Meadows,” Emma says. “You kissed her… again?”

      Her mouth curls into the cutest of grins. “It’s okay.” Her grin fades. “I did worse. I’m so sorry you had to experience all that. I feel like I cheated on you.”

      “We are back together. That’s all that matters,” I say, hiding the fact the memory of her and Jimmy together is seared into my mind.

      She wraps both arms around me. Her eyes still sparkle with Radiance, like beautiful stars in a night sky. She stands on her tip toes and leans closer. The hint of cinnamon from her perfume is alluring, drawing me in. I brush the hair from her eyes. Her eyebrow lifts, in the cutest way, like it always does before she… kisses me. Her soft lips touch mine. Not an Affinity kiss. A wondrous, normal kiss. I’m home.

      “What’s going on?”

      I’d forgotten anyone else was here. Reality crashes back in.

      Emma pulls away. She turns to her bewildered friend. “This will be hard to explain,” she says. “This whole place is wrong, Grace. I see it now. History has changed.”

      Grace points at me, narrowing her eyes, Emma’s statement seeming to go over her head. “Who’s he?”

      “This is Dean.” Emma puts her arm around me and gazes into my eyes. “My fiancée.”

      Grace gasps. “What about James, your husband?”

      “Yes, what about James?”

      We both turn. I recognize the new voice from our Affinity kiss. It’s the voice that broke the connection. It’s the woman in the white suit from back at the hospital. What did Luther call her…? Andrea Shaw.

      Emma steps forward. “You!” Anger and recognition spread across her face.

      Shaw runs a hand through her hair. “Such an intense rush of power. I never imagined it would feel that good.”

      Her eyes sparkle orange. Radiance… Affinity Radiance. No, it can’t be. That’s impossible.

      “I could feel everything,” she screams. “I was everything.”

      She’s got Affinity, but she’s got no soulmate, no focus.

      Emma grips my arm. “Keep behind me,” I whisper.

      A wave of pressure hits me like a force ten gale. I can’t move my body. My eyes are the only part left free to move. Emma is the same, rooted to the spot. Our hands almost touch. Frozen like statues, an inch apart. It’s the same magic from at the hospital. Mel, Shaw’s dark-suited colleague, must be close.

      There’s a rustling noise from behind Shaw. Luther sneaks out of the trees, holding the journal.

      Yes.

      Luther.

      A twig snaps and my hopes of salvation disappear. Shaw’s other colleague, Kim, steps out of the trees behind Luther. She covers him with two guns — his guns.

      She forces him towards Shaw. “I found this one hiding in the trees like a sleazy pervert.”

      Shaw doesn’t seem to hear. Her sparkling eyes are wide open. Her head twitches to the left, like she’s in a trance. She’s muttering under her breath. “I don’t need this anymore.” She rips a Sunburst from her wrist and tosses it in the air.

      Luther grabs it as he’s forced past and slips it in his jacket pocket.

      Shaw pivots on the spot, awoken from her trance. “You want this, too?” She throws her phone at him. Luther leans back and it bounces off his chest, onto the gravel.

      “Don’t waste your magic on him, Melanie,” Shaw says, drawing out the name. “Kim will shoot him if he moves.”

      Shaw stands right in front of my face. Orange veins suddenly shoot out across her cheeks, matching her sparkling eyes.

      “You need to let the power go,” I say. “You’ve got no focus… You can’t control it.”

      Shaw cocks her head to the left again, like she’s got water trapped in her ear. Disgust is etched on her face. She’s mumbling fast, incompressible words. “You don’t know how long I’ve had to endure your filth in my body,” she shouts. “I’ve waited years for this, maneuvering your life to this exact point.”

      “You had nothing to do with this,” Luther shouts. His voice is strained. I can just see him standing to the right of Emma. He’s gripping the journal close to his chest.

      Shaw twitches and snarls. “I had everything to do with it! You and your terrorist friends were allowed to run free just to get me to this point. Who do you think let you know where he was?” She walks behind me, clamping a hand down on my shoulder.

      I feel our minds connect. It’s a jumble of different lives all stitched together.

      “Get out of my mind,” she screams, cupping her hands to her head. The orange veins are gone… Her sync with me gave her a temporary focus.

      “Where was I?” Shaw speaks calmly. She turns to Luther. “I brought him out in the open when I was ready. And then it was easy to get you all here… To this tree.” She turns back to me and smiles. “Granted, I didn’t do it all myself. I had a little help.”

      “Yes, we found the Emitter,” I say.

      Shaw’s smile fades. “An Emitter… So, that’s how they knew.” She taps at her neck. “I’m sorry about Miss Meadows. I would have preferred she remained alive.” She suddenly turns, scouring the trees where Luther came from. Her head twitches to the left again.

      The focus didn’t last long.

      “At least one of your friends saw sense.” Shaw cups a hand to her mouth. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she sings.

      Amber walks out from behind the oak tree. Nicci tries in vain to drag her back, but she shrugs her away.

      Shaw claps her hands together in glee. “Thank you my dear. Your help proved invaluable.”

      Amber.

      Nicci drops to her knees. “Amber.”

      “I’m sorry,” Amber says through her ELC. “But she can bring Mum back.”

      Shaw holds up a hand. “That might not be entirely true.”

      “But I saw you do it,” Amber says. “She spoke to me… remembered me.”

      “You saw what I wanted you to see.” Shaw shakes her head. “But fear not. Everything else was true.” The veins are back around her eyes. She scoops Amber up in both arms and dances with her in a circle. “I can bring peace to the world. You wanted to be a part of that,” she says, hugging her tight. “And you still can.”

      Amber shrugs her away. “You lied to me… You used me.” She slaps her across the cheek.

      The veins fizz further across Shaw’s face, pulsating like an out of control heartbeat. For a second, Amber and Shaw stand staring at each other, like they’re frozen to the spot, almost like they’re syncing, then Amber runs to Nicci and collapses into her arms under the oak tree. “I’m sorry.” Tears run down her face. “I did it for Mum. I miss her so much.”

      Emma’s friend, Grace, strolls over. Shaw smiles and kisses her forehead.

      “And thanks to my seductive Grace, I got you both here at the right time,” Shaw says, her head twitching.

      Grace steps back. “Are you okay?”

      Shaw kisses her on the lips. “I’m fine. It’s just taking time to get this power under control.”

      “You will never control it,” I say. “Affinity chooses you. You can’t just steal it.”

      Shaw grins. “Oh, but I have stolen it.”

      “You used that watch thing to hijack our Affinity spark.”

      Shaw’s glowing face twitches from side to side. “Yes, and with about five liters of your blood running through my veins.” She glances over to Amber, curled up in Nicci’s arms. “She was so easy to manipulate… I had hoped she would join us,” she licks her lips. “She showed promise.”

      “How dare you take advantage of an innocent girl!” Luther shouts, rage etched into his face. “You fucking, evil bitch!”

      The veins on Shaw’s face explode, sending a cloud of fizzing sparks around her like a halo. Turning on the spot she advances on Luther. “What did you call me?!” she screams.

      Luther lunges with his fist. He swings for Shaw’s face. He connects with the fizzing halo and he explodes in a cloud of burning ash. His empty jacket falls to the ground; the journal lands on top. Glowing cinders slowly settle onto the gravel where he stood.

      “Luther!” Nicci screams.

      Emma looks at me, tears bursting from her eyes.

      Shaw stumbles back. The fizzing aura now radiates from her entire body. The gravel glows as she stumbles towards me. “I can’t control it.” Her hands grip my shoulders. “Help me.” She pushes me and I fall onto the glowing gravel. I’m still unable to move as she falls on top of me. Her hands feel like they’re burning into my shoulders.

      Pain. Intense pain. I can’t breathe. Heat, every cell in my body feels like it’s on fire.

      “Get away from him you bitch.” Emma screams. “You’re not stealing him too.”

      Emma.

      My wonderful Emma. She sounds so distant. So far away.

      The magic holding me eases. I can stand. But I feel dizzy, like I’m drunk. My legs give way and I fall back over onto the gravel. Something sticks into my side. It’s Shaw’s phone. An old man’s reflection stares back from the cracked screen. I reach for my face and the aged reflection does the same. My hands look so different, withered and swollen.

      I’m an old man.

      “I said get away from him!” Emma pulls Shaw back.

      “I can control it. I just need more magic.” Shaw screams as they struggle. The air around them fizzes, orange and angry.

      Emma glances at me; the shock on her face turns to a frozen, sad smile. Then she erupts in a shockwave of orange burning ash.

      I fall to my knees.

      “No. No. No!”

      There’s a scream. It sounds a million miles away. It could be mine.

      Emma.

      Everything seems disjointed, like an old movie. Shaw sweeps past me and runs to her friend. She lays motionless on the gravel covered in ash.

      Emma’s ash.

      Shaw screams in pain and checks her other friends. Both are smoking corpses. They were too close to…

      Emma.

      Still fizzing, Shaw stands, holding one of Luther’s guns triumphantly in the air. Turning on her heels, she crunches across the gravel, twitching like a broken marionette. She points the gun at me. “Look what you did.” Her words slur together. “Look what you did!”

      I don’t care anymore. I stand up, ready to join Emma. “Come on then,” I shout. “Do it.”

      Shaw’s finger squeezes on the trigger. I close my eyes and think of Emma.

      A bang, but not from the gun. I open my eyes to find Shaw sprawled out on the ground, with Nicci stood over her, holding a thick tree branch.

      “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here,” she shouts. “Amber, help me with him.”

      Nicci grabs my arm and half drags me back onto the path. But the rage inside me erupts. My face burns. I can’t stop it. I don’t want to stop it.

      “What did you do,” I shout. “What did you do?!”

      Amber runs away to the path. She turns and points at me.

      Nicci lets go of my arm. “What the hell?”

      I hold up my hands. They’re covered in orange veins, pulsating in rhythm to my speeding heartbeat.

      “What. Did. You. Do?!”

      I drop to my knees. The rage is too strong. Raising my arms about my head, I smash both fists down. Gravel and earth explode in all directions from the impact. A crevice opens under my fizzing hands. Glowing like my veins, it zig-zags through the gravel, spewing smoke in its wake.

      A fierce wind follows, ripping up from nowhere, swirling the smoke into tiny tornadoes. I fight through the gale and stand up. My anger has gone. Leaving me cold and empty inside.

      “What’s happening?!” Nicci shouts above the wind.

      I ignore her. One of Luther’s discarded guns has my full attention. It’s buried in the gravel next to Shaw unconscious body. I bend down and pick it up. My heartbeat is slow. I know what to do. I lift the gun. It’s cold and heavy in my hand. Slowly, I tilt the barrel towards my head. The cold metal gives me a sense of calm.

      A sudden wheezing, groaning sound makes me turn. The wind and smoke disappear down into the newly opened crevice. It stops at the spot where Emma… where she died. I pause on the trigger.

      A huge tremor knocks me backwards, pushing my feet through the gravel. I regain a foothold as a thick column of smoke bursts from the crevice, rising high into the sky.

      A shadowy figure walks out of the smoke. “Emma!” It is her. Naked, but alive.

      Dropping the gun, I stagger forward. But she falls before I can get to her. “Help me,” I shout.

      Nicci runs over. “What the hell.”

      “Don’t just stand there,” I say. “Help me with her.”

      Nicci picks up both guns, the journal, and Luther’s jacket. She dusts away the ash and slips the jacket over Emma’s shoulders. “This will have to do until we get back to the van.”

      We struggle back to the car park. I’m getting weaker with every step, as Emma gets stronger. She starts supporting me as we walk. The salvation of Nicci’s camper van looms in the distance.

      Another tremor. Like an earthquake this time.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Nicci says.

      Suddenly, there’s a massive explosion behind us. The shockwave knocks us all to the ground. Gravel and earth pelts against our backs. I roll onto my side in time to see Amber’s startled expression. Her mouth is wide open in terror as she points behind us.

      A huge column of dark smoke roars upwards through the trees. Rising into the sky.

      “Come on,” Nicci shouts.

      She slips a hand under my arm. I feel so diz—
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      Dean collapses, dragging me down with him. My knuckles scrape across the concrete. I’m too numb to feel pain. I can’t feel anything.

      Dark patches appear on the concrete. Another splash. But it’s not raining. Several more splashes. What’s going on? It’s me. I’m crying.

      He’s dead.

      Luther’s dead.

      Emma extends a hand, helping me up. “Are you okay?”

      Her accent is there on every word, unlike Dean’s. Her voice is soft and soothing. She’s got the look of a Paris catwalk model. Her long, slender legs disappear into Luther’s jacket, turning it into a weird kind of dress. I bet she’d make a plastic bin bag look glamourous. Just like…

      Jenny.

      Buried for so long in my mind, Jenny surfaces again.

      Stop it.

      Luther’s Dead.

      Why does my mind wander at the sight of a gorgeous woman?

      Emma pulls me up. But how is she still alive? She was dead, a minute ago, I saw her explode.

      Explode.

      Frick.

      The volcano.

      I wipe away my tears and grab Dean’s arm. Over his shoulder, it looks like Autumn while behind us glorious sunshine warms my back. The column of ash thunders up into the sky like an upside-down waterfall. Pulsating and getting stronger with every passing second. I’ve got no idea what magic Dean did to bring Emma back to life, but the consequences don’t look good.

      A sudden cold breeze howls around my legs, followed by a low rumble. The ground tilts to the left, like the floor in a fun house. A blue Mini Coupe slides out of its parking space, dislodged by the shaking ground. An eerie silence drifts over the car park, broken by the sudden sound of several car alarms chiming in unison.

      A flock of birds fly out of the trees like a flapping blanket racing away from the ever-growing ash cloud behind. They streak over my rusty pride and joy near the car park entrance. “Come on,” I say.

      Suddenly, something hits the bonnet of the dislodged blue Mini in front of us, thudding against the metal.

      Shit!

      A glowing red hole smokes through the metal.

      “What the hell?!”

      I look up to the sky as a small glowing rock, fizzes down onto the bonnet. It lands right next to the smoking hole. The rock melts though the metal like it was butter.

      “Shit. Come on.”

      Amber.

      “Where’s Amber?” She’s hiding behind the Mini. Hands clamped over her ears, like back at the café. Tears stream down her face. “Amber, get up.”

      She taps at her ELC, shaking her head. It’s out of power. She can’t speak.

      “Look out,” Emma shouts.

      A huge red boulder smokes down from above. I dive around the Mini, knocking Amber off her feet. We roll away as the fiery rock slams into the car bonnet. The impact flips the Mini over onto its back, the smoking front-end flattened into a newly formed crater.

      The red-hot boulder sits in the middle of the crater, like a giant egg in a giant bird nest. The smell of burnt rubber and metal stings my eyes. It’s like being too close to a bonfire; the heat is intense.

      “Come on,” Emma shouts, struggling to support Dean on her own.

      I turn to Amber. “Get up.” My voice comes out harsh and snappy. I can’t help it. She runs over, checking the sky with every step. Her foot kicks at something on the ground. The journal.

      Shit.

      I must have dropped it when I dived across to save Amber. “Take the journal,” I say, thrusting it into her hands “I need to help Emma with Dean.”

      Amber.

      Everything makes sense now. Her mood swings. The change in character… What did that bitch, Shaw, do to her?

      More molten rocks rain down on the car park, like a hailstorm. If one of them hits us… “Come on.” I shout.

      We get to the safety of my van and lean against the side door as more rocks fizz overhead. Emma supports Dean while I get the keys.

      Shit.

      Luther had the keys in his jacket pocket. But I can’t get the jacket magic to work. He said you just empty your mind and focus on want. There’s too much shit going around my mind to do that.

      I grab Amber by the shoulders. She backs away like I’m going to hit her. “Get the van keys from Luther’s jacket?”

      She sniffs and then nods.

      Emma pulls her hand out of the jacket pocket. “There’s nothing in here,” she says.

      “It’s magic.”

      Emma looks at Dean. “Oh yes. I remember; it’s John Munro’s jacket.”

      Amber slips her hand inside the pocket. She closes her teary eyes. Her breathing slows, and she holds her breath. Then she pulls out her hand. The green hair from my lucky troll keyring sticks out between her fingers. She fumbles with the keys and then opens the side door.

      I help Emma lift Dean inside. We lay him down on the comfy back seat. The same seat he sat on just fifteen minutes ago when he looked about sixty years younger. Emma sits next to him. She places a hand on his forehead. “Have you got some water, Nicci? His temperature’s racing away. I need to cool him down.”

      I pass her a bottle of water from the fridge. A sudden chill runs over my skin and it’s not because of the cold water. “How do you know my name?”

      She rolls the bottle gently across Dean’s forehead. “When we kiss, our minds synchronize,” she says. “I know everything that’s happened to him and he knows everything that’s happened to me.”

      “Affinity,” I say.

      “Yes. Affinity connects us together.” She looks me in the eye. “And it briefly connects us to everyone else.” Her eyes flick to Amber as she closes the side door. “I could feel her guilt.” She turns to her. “Don’t worry, Amber. I’m not judging you. I totally understand why you did it.” Emma turns back to Dean and strokes the side of his face. “I would’ve done the same.”

      I close the van door, squeeze between the front seats, and sit down behind the steering wheel. The smell of Luther’s aftershave still lingers. Emma forgives Amber. Can I?

      Frick.

      I bang my hand down hard on the steering wheel. How could I be so stupid? The way she talked about Fiona — this world’s Fiona, like she was her real… mum. The signs were there, but I was just too preoccupied with getting out of here to see them. Amber was close to Fiona, even though she’s not known her for long. Fiona was her real mum’s nurse… until the end… then she grew close to Amber’s dad and married him a couple of years later. I guess that kind of experience bonded them all together in ways that I could never understand. But Fiona wasn’t her real mum; even Amelia and Owen weren’t Amber’s real parents — they adopted her when she was one.

      Frick.

      I bang the steering wheel again.

      Several stones pelt the concrete in front of the van, sinking into smoking craters. A small stone hits the van roof and rolls down the windscreen, leaving a melted trail down the glass. We’ve been lucky to escape the big ones — I doubt that luck will hold out much longer.

      “You better get moving,” Emma says, looking nervously out of the rear window.

      I follow her gaze. There’s nothing left of the car park near the path into the woods. The billboard is gone. The white fence is gone too — consumed in a wall of burning fire. Lucky for us that Luther always thinks — thought — of making a quick getaway. Exit strategies, he called them. He was always thinking.

      Poor Luther.

      I start the engine and drive out of the car park. I head into the bright sunshine, leaving the fiery darkness behind.

      “What happened to my clothes?” Emma asks, suddenly realizing she’s only got Luther’s jacket to cover her modesty

      I slam my foot down on the brake pedal. The van screeches to a stop. “You can’t remember?” I turn around. “You were dead, Emma… Shaw killed you, just like… Luther. Burning ash.” I nod at Dean. “He did something. There was this huge eruption, and then there you were. Stark naked, but alive again.”

      Her mouth drops open, and she stares at her hands. “I remember struggling with Andrea Shaw. It was like she was on fire. I was so hot, but I couldn’t let go. And then…” She pauses, shaking her head. “And then, he was running over.” She strokes Dean’s cheek. “Oh Dean, what have you done?”

      “How could he do magic if you were dead?” I ask, needing an answer to this niggling question racing through my mind. “I thought you needed to be together to do anything?”

      Emma shakes her head. “I don’t know,” she says, turning back to Dean. “I just don’t know what he did.”

      A silver Mercedes swerves past us, heading in the opposite direction. The driver leaves his hand on the horn far too long. It speeds down the road, heading into the darkness. I turn and watch the car, but my anger at the driver washes away as the sky goes dark.

      A monstrous chunk of rock hurtles down into the road, like a smoking meteorite. It smashes into the Mercedes, causing a huge fireball. The driver had no chance.

      Frick.

      I take my foot off the brake and accelerate away. The wheels spin, complaining at the sudden burst of speed. I don’t care; anything to get away from the fire and ash. I drive towards the sunshine, leaving the fiery devastation behind.

      “Amber, give Emma some of Kathy’s spare clothes.”

      Kathy.

      Luther said everyone would live again. But he’s dead. Kathy and Eddie too. How can we restore the timeline now?

      Frick.

      I bang the steering wheel — again.

      I’ll have to go back in time — I’ll have to stop the assassin killing the royal family — I’ll be the one that gets trapped in the past to save the future.

      Frick. Frick. Frick.

      I watch in the rear-view mirror as Emma takes the rucksack from Amber. She pulls out a pair of Kathy’s jeans. I can’t help noticing how beautiful Emma is. Her photos didn’t do her justice at all. She’s gorgeous. I’m transfixed, following her every move. The beautiful contours of her body seem to glow as the bright sunshine hits them, calming my mind.

      Girls don’t look at other girls like that — you’re not normal — you need help.

      My mother’s voice flashes across my mind, like it always does at times like these. Thankfully, Amber bangs on my seat, snapping my mind back.

      Turning to look at her, I see the reason for the sudden panic — the ash cloud that covers the skyline behind us. It envelops the trees like a giant mouth biting down, with a wall of fire and rock licking the ground, like a huge demonic tongue.

      What do I do?

      “Can Dean still do magic?” I ask.

      “Not for a while,” Emma says. “He needs to recover.”

      Then it hits me. “But how can Dean do magic?” I ask. “The Veil should have stopped him.”

      Emma strokes her hand gently across Dean’s cheek. “I don’t know; he’s always had a better rapport with... Affinity.” Her voice trails off. “Maybe that’s why.”

      Another question burns in my mind. “What is Affinity. I thought it was just a special kind of magic,” I say, glancing at the ash cloud in the rear-view mirror. “Not fricking end of the world magic.”

      Emma takes a deep breath. “Affinity connects us with every living thing on the planet; people, animals... Nature itself.”

      “So, let me get this straight… Em Kenobi. You’re saying that Affinity plugs you into the entire fricking planet?”

      I watch the tears stream down Emma’s face in the mirror. She nods her head and then strokes Dean’s cheek again — his old man’s cheek.

      More questions fire in my mind as I drive.

      “I thought you guys hit twenty-five and then stopped getting any older — lived forever?”

      Emma clenches her fist. “I wish that were true.”

      I better back off with the questions — I don’t want her going all Armageddon on us too.

      “Where are we going?” Emma asks, attempting to change the subject herself. She slips Luther’s jacket back on. “What’s your plan?”

      Luther.

      What would Luther do?

      “We’ll head back to London and regroup.” A low rumble comes from the road behind us. “That’s if this volcano thing doesn’t get us first,” I say, flicking on the radio.

      “Reports are coming in of several more eruptions. Nova Scotia, New Orleans, Paris.”

      Static buzzes and the radio goes silent.

      A tremor shakes the ground, sliding the back-end of the van across the road. I fight to regain control as the radio hisses back to life.

      “Sixteen now reported. Experts are calling these catastrophic eruptions super-volcanoes.”

      I check the mirror. We’re pulling away from the darkness.

      Shit.

      The roadblock.

      An MP stands in the road, holding out his hand for us to stop. “Hold on to something,” I shout, pressing the accelerator to the floor. The MP dives out of the way as I make a sharp left turn and head down the road to the freeway. Two MPs run out into the road behind us. “Duck,” I shout as a spray bullets thud into the rear doors.

      The gunfire stops. I watch in the mirror as the wall of fire engulfs the MPs. A dry retch rises in my throat.

      Another huge tremor lifts the back-end of the van clean off the road. Everything seems to move in slow motion; the van continues forward on just the front wheels. I try to reach around the seat to hold Amber, but I can’t find her with my fingers.

      We thud back down and the rear wheels burst. I steer the van into a bus lay-by and stop. I turn off the engine. Everything goes quiet, with just the sound of my heavy breathing filling my ears.

      Amber’s on her back, sprawled across the floor. “Are you okay?”

      She stands, but her eyes glow with twinkling Radiance. Emma’s eyes sparkle too. I twist the now fiery Sparklet of Kathy’s hair around my wrist. “The Veil must be down.” Another tremor rattles the van. The windscreen shatters, showering glass over the front seats.

      Dean coughs. “Door.” His voice is almost a whisper. “Open a Traverse to the bookshop. The Sanc—” He struggles to speak.

      “The Antiquarian,” I say.

      Emma frowns. “Why does he want to go there?”

      “I think he wants to get to the Sanctuary.”

      Emma gasps. “But you have to be—” She glances at Dean, blinking back tears. “Can Amber summon a doorway?”

      “A Traverse? No, she hasn’t done it before… You’ll have to do it.”

      “I can’t. I’ve never been to the Antiquarian.” She taps her head. “I need to visualize the location, to open a doorway — a Traverse.”

      “But if you’ve got Dean’s memories, you should remember it.”

      Emma shakes her head. “Something goes wrong with the sync around that place. I never got memories of the Antiquarian.”

      “Covent Garden,” Dean whispers, forcing out the words. “Go there.”

      Emma twists her engagement ring around on her finger. “Is it close enough?”

      “Yes… The Antiquarian is just around the corner.”

      Amber thrusts her tablet between us. Playing on the screen is a news broadcast of a volcano erupting, sending ash and lava into the air. People running, screaming… choking.

      “Is that Longstone Park?” I ask as a caption flashes on the screen.

      
        
        Live footage from Washington DC.

      

      

      “Jesus Christ. Washington!” I turn away from the harrowing footage. Eddie always said Affinity could be devastating magic.

      Emma pulls open the side door. I help her guide Dean outside. He’s drifting in and out of consciousness.

      “Have you got a door handle,” She asks. “I need one to open a Traverse.”

      I turn to Amber. “Did Luther have one in his pocket?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, then her eyes open wide and she points at the van door — the van door handle.

      I jump back into the van, lean over the back seat, and grab the baseball bat. “This should do it.” I climb back out and carefully position myself next to the passenger door. Swinging the bat over my head, I smash it down onto the door handle. Nothing. The handle stays put. Typical. Probably the only thing that isn’t falling apart on this thing. I swing the bat harder this time and, finally, the handle rips away from the door, leaving a rusty hole.

      I drop the bat and pick up the handle. “Will this do?”

      Emma nods, then glances up. The ash cloud fills the sky. It’s almost on top of us. Another tremor signals its approach. Amber helps me support Dean while Emma holds out the handle in front of her. Ash falls around us like heavy gray snow as the wind picks up. The sky is dark, as dark as night.

      Emma’s voice is low as she speaks fast, chanting “Covent Garden.” She stops her magical chant and pulls back her hand, letting go of the handle, but it stays hanging in the air, like it’s suspended on invisible wire. She glances back at me, her eyes sparkling with orange Radiance. “I did it.”

      “I’ve never seen a Traverse opened before,” I say, amazed at the sight.

      Emma reaches forward and turns the handle. A thin line of bright light shoots up from the grass, turning at a ninety-degree angle to form the outline of a door. As Emma pulls the handle, the trees and grass in front of her fold across, like they’re a page in a huge magazine.

      The bright light from Covent Garden Market shines through the Traverse, like a lighthouse on a foggy night.

      Impossible.

      Emma grabs Dean’s arm. “Come on.”

      The ash is now falling like a blizzard of dark snow. Coughing, we run through the open doorway into the upper level of Covent Garden market. People are running and screaming. The distant sound of an air raid siren echoes in the distance.

      “I can’t close it,” Emma shouts, panicking. She turns around. “Help me, please.”

      Amber rushes across to help Dean while I help Emma with the Traverse. I stare at my van on the other side — it rocks, attacked by another huge tremor. My poor van…

      Suddenly, it explodes, sending a shockwave of burning ash towards us. Turning my head from the heat, I grip the edge of the picture-like, folded surface of the shop in front of us and pull with all my strength. It feels just like I’m pulling on a solid, heavy door. Between us, we manage to close the Traverse, the impossible door finally folding back, like the missing piece of a jigsaw sliding into place. The handle drops to the floor on a bed of glowing ash at our feet.

      I bend down and pick up all that’s left of my pride and joy. “My poor van,” I whisper to myself.

      “This way!” Emma shouts, snapping my mind back. I run over to her and we support Dean, half-dragging him towards the stairs. Amber runs down in front, pushing people out of our way as the air raid siren booms in the distance.

      Through the mass of people, I see a lone boy stood outside a shop. He can only be half Ambers age. Eight at most. He stares at a TV in the window. The screen shows a volcano spewing lava over everything — over people… then I lose sight of him through the sea of running legs.

      We run down the stairs and I try to block out the madness around us, but it’s difficult to numb my mind. The mental image of the lost boy watching the devastation unfold on the TV screen is something I will never forget.

      Finally, we reach the bottom of the stairs. The central piazza is like a shopping mall on the first day of a sale. People run in all directions, not caring who they push out of their way. Glass shatters, alarms sound. Absolute mayhem.

      “Which way?!” Emma shouts, looking lost.

      “Follow Amber!” I say.

      Amber takes the lead, heading for the exit doors. They’re smashed open — the glass panels next to them are smashed too. People swarm through the enlarged opening, not bothered about the jagged edges ripping at their clothes. We follow the swarm out and onto King Street.

      Dean’s getting heavier by the second. “Amber,” I shout. “You’re gonna have to help us with him.” She runs back over and helps support him from Emma’s side.

      No one follows us; everyone else seems to be heading in the opposite direction — like they know something we don’t.

      We reach the junction at the end of King Street. The camera on the Pizza shop across, swivels in our direction. I reach for my collar, but my blocker chip isn’t there. It probably fell off at Longstone Park. I guess it doesn’t matter anymore.

      We cross the road to New Row. This place was home to us for a brief, almost-happy year. Emma’s looking from side to side, like she’s lost. “Not far now,” I say.

      Several headline boards outside the newsagents topple over like dominoes as we shuffle past, the headlines burn into my mind.

      
        
        Magic Attacks

        The Country Gripped by Fear

        The Fall Curfew

      

      

      A balding man darts out of the coffee shop across from us. Fumbling with the keys, he manages to lock the door. He looks familiar — it’s the manager. He turns and stares at us, like we’ve walked in on him with the waitress again. Then, he runs off in the opposite direction, revealing a large poster stuck to the coffee shop door.

      
        
        Fall Remembrance canceled

      

      

      The air raid siren booms again and the man looks up, clamping his hands to his ears. He turns and runs back up New Row towards Covent Garden.

      “Just a little further,” I say as I watch him turn the corner.

      We stop outside the familiar but incongruous wooden frontage of the London Antiquarian. Green and gold letters spell out the name above two arched windows. A cold chill runs down my spine, sending goosebumps over my skin as the magic protection around the shop tries to force my eyes away. It feels like I’m inside my worst nightmare.

      Hands pressing me down.

      I shake away the nightmare vision and focus on the Antiquarian door in-between the windows. The more I concentrate, the more the intense fear fades.

      Amber stands in front of me. It’s the first time she’s looked me in the eyes since Longstone Park.

      Keys.

      “Luther had the keys,” I shout. “His jacket.”

      Emma lifts her arm so Amber can get to the pocket again. It doesn’t take her long to bring out the bunch of heavy brass keys.

      “But where’s the bookshop?” Emma asks, looking from side to side.

      “Right in front of you,” I say. “It’s protected by magic.”

      “I can’t see it.”

      I reach across and touch her hand. “You won’t. Not until you cross the threshold.”

      Amber unlocks the door, and she disappears inside.

      “The first time Eddie brought us here, I walked straight past it,” I say. “He said the magic makes you ignore the shop — it forces you away. Even Enchanters can’t see it… at first.

      I shake away the remnants of my nightmare vision and guide Emma and Dean into the shop. “The magic’s broken once you cross the threshold.” Goosebumps still tingle over my spine. “Although, the magic doesn’t like to be broken.”

      “That explains why I never got memories of this place from Dean,” Emma says, her nose twitching. “They must have been protected by the same magic too.”

      “Could be,” I say.

      We lower Dean onto the dusty bottom step of the ornate golden staircase that curls through the middle of the shop. Emma sneezes. “We were in such a hurry when Kathy got the call that Dean was in New Bakewell,” I say, running my finger through the dust. “No time to clean.”

      “So, this is the Munro big secret,” Emma says, wiping her nose. “It looks… and smells… more like an old library.”

      “Yup. That’s what I said when we first came here. It looks like my old University library. I suppose the big secret was that no one knew about it. Well, not the people in power, anyway.”

      Amber closes the door, shutting out the sound of the air-raid siren. She flicks the light switch and the huge crystal chandelier flickers to life above us.

      “Sanctuary,” Dean says, trying to stand. “Not… much… time.” He looks even older now.

      Emma rushes over to him. She turns and shakes her head, tears filling her eyes.

      “It’s in the back,” I say.

      We help Dean through the shop, snaking between the maze-like bookcases. “How can he be getting worse?” I ask.

      Tears stream down Emma’s cheeks. “I don’t know, but I can feel him getting weaker.” She presses a hand to her chest. “He’s dying.”

      Another huge chandelier flickers on as we enter the back room — the inner sanctum, as we called it. We sit Dean down in a chair at the large round table in the middle of the room. It’s still covered in Amber’s books, the old fairy tales that she loves to read. Her spare Electro-Larynx Choker pokes out from underneath a leather-bound edition of Cinderella.

      I grip the handrail of the spiral staircase next to the table. The brass is cool to the touch.

      My flat — my own bed.

      I focus my heavy eyes up the staircase, imagining my flat above… my own personal sanctuary.

      “Sanctuary,” Dean whispers, as if reading my mind. “The door.”

      I turn and point at three book-lined alcoves at the back of the room. The brown, six-paneled, Sanctuary door sits in the middle alcove.

      “I thought it would look grander than that,” Emma says, wiping her eyes. “The Static Traverse entrance to the Sanctuary.”

      Dean tries to stand, but he stumbles back into the chair. Emma helps him up.

      “Yup, that’s what Eddie called it, a Static Traverse…” I move the crowbars leant against the door. “We tried everything to get this open,” I say. “But the Sanctuary will only open for a… dying Enchanter.”

      Dean reaches out and grasps the brass handle. He turns it and the tiny triangle at the top of the door glows read like someone just turned on the power button. With a heavy creak, the door creaks open and bright sunshine floods in.

      “Holy shit!” I say, unable to believe what I see through the Traverse… Before my eyes a mountain path winds its way down through a field of wildflowers. Snow-capped mountains line the horizon under a clear blue sky — a glistening stream weaves through a forest of trees. This looks like paradise — the fresh, flowery smell is exhilarating, like every summer morning rolled into one.

      I grab Amber’s arm and run forward into the enticing light of safety. But I crash into something hard and fall back on the unforgiving, wooden Antiquarian floor. It’s like an invisible wall blocks my way.

      Amber tries to go through the Traverse on her own. She presses her hands against the invisible barrier, but her knuckles go white, unable to pass through. To rub it in, bright sunshine streams between her fingers, taunting us.

      Dean reaches out for the light as Emma guides him to the Traverse. He passes through with no problem — no invisible barrier for him. Still holding hands, Emma follows him across too. They stand facing us from the other side on the mountain path, safely in the Sanctuary.

      “But you’re not dying,” I say, pressing my hands to the impenetrable opening.

      Emma did die.

      “I can’t get back through,” Emma says, pressing her hands to the Traverse. “It’s blocking us from this side.” Her voice reverberates. It’s out of sync with her lips. She moves her hand to mine, but I can’t feel her skin.

      A bell rings in the distance and the Sanctuary door starts to close.

      “Amber, the journal,” I shout. She passes it to me. I stand back and throw the it at the open doorway, expecting it to bounce off the invisible barrier. But it flies through, landing on the flowers next to Emma. “Might be useful,” I shout. “Everything else you need is in Luther’s jacket.” She slides her hand into the pocket. “You’ll figure it out.”

      Emma presses herself to the closing Traverse. “Jam the door,” she shouts. “So it can’t close all the way.”

      Shit.

      I grab a crowbar and force it into the doorway, but it won’t penetrate the opening. It just scrapes down the edge of the invisible wall. Emma looks on, her eyes full of panic.

      The journal made it through, maybe…

      I grab a thick book from the table, one of Ambers fairy tale books. I slide it against the door frame. Part of the book crosses the opening. The door crunches into it, leaving a thin crack of Sanctuary light.
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      I tuck the journal under my arm and run my hand through the soft and silky wildflowers. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. The aroma is sweet and calming.

      Something tickles my skin. A silver-winged butterfly stands proud on the back of my hand. It turns and looks straight at me. But, it’s not a butterfly… it’s a fairy.

      “Dean, look at this.” I bring my hand close to my eyes. “It’s a fairy. A real-life fairy.” A tiny silver dress compliments her sparkling silver wings. Her pretty face leans in close and she presses her tiny nose to mine. Then her wings flutter and she lifts away from my hand, hovering in front of my eyes. She blinks and then smiles. Several more fairies fly out of the flowers, in different colored dresses, matching the petals they were hiding under. A green one, a purple, an orange…

      Amber.

      I look over my shoulder. The thin line of the Antiquarian Traverse is only visible from a certain angle. But it’s still there. Nicci did it, she managed to jam the opening.

      “Where’s Nicci and Amber?” Dean asks, his voice a little stronger.

      “They couldn’t cross over the threshold,” I say. “They’re trapped in the Antiquarian.” I reach for his hand. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “A little,” he says, taking a deep breath. “This fresh air helps.” He takes a step, reaching his hand out to where the door was. “What will happen to them?” He turns and wraps his arms around me. “We need to save them… save them all.”

      His gray hair flutters in the sweet-scented breeze. I pull him tight. “It only seems like yesterday we were getting ready to go out the night before our… wedding.”

      “It was yesterday… for us.” Dean whispers in my ear. He spins around, holding my hand tight. “Look at this place. It’s beautiful.” His voice makes me tingle all over.

      A bell rings again — it’s like a church bell you hear on Sunday mornings, drifting on the wind while you’re having a lie in. There’s a tall wooden structure to the left. It looks like a water well, but a golden bell hangs from the top instead of a bucket. It rings again.

      Dean points to the opposite side of the path. A small log cabin covered in thick green moss sits at the end of cobbled path. A door opens and a man and a woman walk out. They run across to us.

      Dean stands in front of me. His arm feels stronger and less frail as he holds my shoulder. “Stay behind me,” he whispers.

      The man saunters down the path, carrying a long wooden rifle with a strange funnel shaped end. He’s dressed in an old-fashioned green military jacket, adorned with buckles and shiny gold buttons. Dark trousers hang over thick brown boots. Several wooden bangles chime together on his wrist, like a xylophone, as he walks.

      The woman follows behind. She’s taller than him. A deep red leather jacket hangs over her shoulders. Matching trousers slot into knee length buckled boots. Dark leather gloves cover her hands.

      “Who’s that? Friend or foe?!” the man shouts, aiming his rifle. His voice has a French slur.

      The woman knocks the rifle down. “Stop it, René.” She smiles. “I’m sorry about him.”

      A grin spreads across his bearded face. He holds his hands up. “Forgive me, mon cher. But you don’t look like a dying Enchanter.” He glances at Dean. “But this poor soul looks to have the reaper pulling at his strings.” He hands the strange rifle to the woman. She winces, like it’s a sharp piece of glass. Brass tubing runs down the shaft of the gun, sparkling in the sunshine, dazzling my eyes. “You admire my blunderbuss. She’s a devil killer.” A wide grin spreads across his face. He winks. “And I like to kill the devils.”

      The woman rolls her eyes at her companion. Her skin is pasty white, almost unhealthy looking, but her pretty face lights up when she smiles. “Forgive my Cajun friend. He’s in love with the theatrics of our position.”

      René takes Dean’s arm. He’s tall and muscular, more than able to support Dean’s weight.

      I hold out my hand. “I’m Emma, and that’s Dean.”

      The woman slips the blunderbuss over her shoulder and takes off a glove. She shakes my hand. Her skin is cold, like ice. “I’m Elisabeth. This, as you may have gathered, is René. We are Gate Keepers for the Seventh Door.”

      I look over my shoulder. “The Seventh Door?”

      “Yes, the Seventh Door to the Sanctuary. The one you came through,” she says. “The Seventh Bell heralded your arrival.”

      “Can you help us?” I ask. “We need to find a man called John Munro.”

      “The boss man,” René says.

      Elisabeth slaps him in the side. “Don’t call him that.”

      René laughs. “I’m sorry, mon chérie.”

      “You’re in luck,” Elisabeth says as she slides her hand back into her glove. “Mr. Munro lives in the cabin at the bottom of this trail.” She points down the mountain. “We will take you to him.”

      “We better go now,” René says. “The bell will attract the Badawons.”

      The path winds down the mountain to a forest full of different shades of green. Thick trees dominate the horizon as the snow-capped mountains disappear behind them. Flickering yellow dots dance through the flowers as we walk down the path. More fairies. They leave a magical glowing fairy dust trail behind them.

      Dad.

      The aroma is magical, reminding me of the nature walks with Dad when I was a kid. He always used to say there might be a fairy hiding around the next corner. I wish he could see this place.

      An impressive log cabin looms in the distance at the bottom of the path. It’s grander than the one Elisabeth and René came from. A shirtless, gray-haired man stands next to a pile of logs. He swings an axe, adding more wood to the pile.

      “Boss man.” René laughs, pointing his finger. Elisabeth hits him in the side again.

      The mountain path levels off as we approach the cabin. The trees provide shade from the warm but pleasant sun. I focus on the man chopping logs. He leans back, holding his side. It is John Munro. Aged, like Dean is now.

      John looks up as we approach. “What do we have here?” He drops the axe and walks over, taking a sip from a wooden cup on the way.

      “Emma Brown, is that really you?” he asks, slipping a gray T-shirt over his head. He comes closer and flicks a finger at my jacket. “Nice jacket.”

      “They came out of the Seventh Door,” Elisabeth says. “Just now.”

      “Any Badawons?”

      “Not yet, mon ami,” René says. “We got to them while the bell was still ringing.”

      John helps René with Dean. “Dean.” He stands back, shocked, and glances at his own aged hands. He turns and looks me in the eyes. “This wasn’t Eva’s doing, was it?”

      “No.” I glance at the cabin. “Can we go inside? The world has turned to shit and I need to sit down.”

      John holds out his arm to the open door. “Be my guest.”

      I follow Elisabeth inside while John helps Dean. The layout is luxurious, like a cabin I stayed in as a kid with Dad. Thick beams separate four rooms. A kitchen, lounge, bedroom, and a dining room. It’s sparsely decorated.

      Elisabeth lights a thick candle at the center of the large round oak table, dominating the dining area. It flickers over a map like carving on the surface.

      “Dean needs to rest,” John says. “Elisabeth, can you help René take him to the bedroom?”

      “No, I’ll do it,” I say, running over to Dean.

      John pulls out a chair from a table, indicating for me to sit. “No, Emma. We need to talk.”

      “Don’t worry.” Elisabeth smiles. “We’ll take care of him.” I watch them guide Dean to the bedroom. They lay him down on a bed.

      “So, what happened, and how the hell did you get here?” John asks, looking me up and down. He drops into the chair across from me. “You look pretty good for a dying Enchanter.”

      “I died.” I look over my shoulder to the bedroom. “Then he did something stupid. Somehow, he brought me back to life — then the world turned to shit.”

      John reaches across the table, grabbing my hand. His skin is rough. “Start at the beginning.”
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      The chandelier crystals clink together, like a rousing toast at a wedding. Amber grips the table as another low rumble gathers momentum. The floor vibrates, shaking our chairs as a puff of dust escapes from between the creaking floorboards. Then the pile of books on the table topples over, knocking Amber’s tablet over the edge. Instinctively, she sticks out a hand to catch it.

      “What the hell was that?” My knuckles go white from gripping the edge of the table so tightly.

      Amber restacks the books and leans her tablet against them. Her eyes open wide as she points at the emergency news broadcast flickering on the screen. The video shows an aerial view of London, shot from a helicopter. A huge crater where Big Ben should be spews out a torrent of ash and lava into the River Thames. The video suddenly cuts to a man — a worried looking scientist. His talks, but there’s no sound — no audio at all. As if in response, subtitles begin to roll across the bottom of the screen.

      
        
        These eruptions are a threat of global proportions — an extinction level event. These super-volcanoes will trigger another ice age. The effects are increasing at an unimaginable rate. There is no escape for any of us.

      

      

      A computer animation shows a tide of flickering flames washing over the entire planet. The broadcast cuts back to the aerial view as a huge fiery ravine opens next to the Thames. Buildings collapse into it like falling dominoes.

      
        
        Twickenham, Epsom, and Croydon have all fallen into the canyon.

      

      

      Amber taps out a message on the tablet screen. I reach for her spare Electro-Larynx Choker, tugging it out from under the Cinderella book. There’s still charge left in the battery. I hold it out for her.

      She sighs and swaps purple chokers, tossing the dead one onto the table. Then she returns to the news report on the tablet. “Mum’s hospital was in Epsom.” Tears stream down her face, betraying the lack of emotion in the angelic voice of her ELC.

      “She’s not your real Mum!”

      Amber stands, knocking over her chair. She backs away, pressing herself against a bookcase.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. This is all just too much to take in.” I point at the tablet. “There’s twenty-seven volcanoes now.” Twenty-fricking-seven. Appearing from nowhere. What did Dean do?

      Amber grabs a book from the table. She hugs it right to her chest. “Are we going to die?”

      The video on the tablet stops. It freezes, flickers for a second, and then fades into static. A message flashes on the screen.

      
        
        Network connection lost

      

      

      Shit.

      I check my phone. No signal either. “The mobile network is down.”

      “Are we going to die?”

      “I don’t know,” I shout, snapping at her question.

      “Stop shouting at me!” She drops the book on the table. A first edition of Mary Poppins by P.L. Travers. Her Mum — Fiona’s — favorite book, and movie too… And, the reason for her nickname when we were younger. Poppy.

      I wish you were here for Amber. She really needs you right now.

      I smash my hand down on the table. Hard. A tremor shakes the floor again.

      Was that me?

      The entire shop shakes. Several crystals from the chandelier smash together, showering the table with chipped glass.

      “We need to know what’s happening,” I say, softening my voice. “I remember seeing an old transistor radio in the basement. Wait here.”

      I turn to head for the basement stairs, but Amber grabs my hand as the floor shakes again. “Don’t leave me on my own,” she pleads.

      Gripping her hand tight, I pull her close and give her a quick hug. “I won’t ever leave you.”

      She pulls away, rubbing away tears from her eyes. “Let’s go and find this antique radio, then.”

      We head past the spiral staircase and into the back office. My coffee cup still sits in the sink, waiting to be washed. “We really did leave in a hurry, didn’t we?” I whisper as Amber opens the door to the basement staircase.

      I hold out my phone. The network may be down, but it will still act as a good light. Only the main bookshop had electrical power when we arrived, Luther said it was too dangerous to get an electrician in, so I rewired as much as I could, but the basement was at the bottom of my to do list — way at the bottom.

      Leading the way, I take each stone step one at a time, gripping Amber’s hand tight as I guide her down behind me.

      The musty smell immediately chokes my throat. I cough, letting go of Amber’s hand, so I can cover my mouth. Swallowing hard, I fight back the urge to keep coughing.

      “Where was the radio,” Amber says, rummaging in a cardboard box near the bottom of the stairs. I direct the phone light in her direction, picking out her tear-stained face.

      “I think it was in a box on the back shelf.” I aim the phone light into the darkness. “I needed some batteries once and Luther had put a box full down here.” I shrug my shoulders at the memory of my search through the darkness for the elusive power cells.

      The phone light picks out the shapes of several stacked dusty doors, leaning against the wall like dominos ready to topple. Static Traverse doors, deactivated, dead ones, as Eddie described them, missing the handles that activate them. He once said that in our timeline, he and his brother would often find and deactivate these illegal magic doorways and store them down here. Someone must have done the same in this timeline too.

      Amber drags her finger across the edges of the doors, like a kid does on a fence. Amber is still a kid. I often forget that. I shake away the rising anger that builds inside me. How could I let that Shaw women do that to Amber? How did I not see it happening to her?

      “Is that the box,” Amber says, letting go of my hand. She pulls a torn cardboard box from an old wooden shelving unit on the back wall and holds it under the light. Her fingers wrap around the prize — an old silver radio. “Just need the batteries now.”

      I reach up to the next shelf and pull down another box. Inside are several packets of various batteries.

      “Three double As,” Amber says, anticipating my question. She takes the batteries from me and slots them into the back of the radio. It crackles and hisses into life.

      “Come on,” I say. “I don’t want to spend any longer down here than we have to. This place gives me the creeps.”

      But instead of taking my hand, Amber is drawn to another deactivated Static Traverse that’s stood against the wall next to the shelving unit. I shine the phone over the dusty door, the light picking out an old Iron Forge sign that’s hanging on the wall above it.

      Amber slots her finger through the hole in the door where the handle used to be. She tugs at it. “I just thought, it might open for us,” she says, a tear rolling down her cheek.

      Another sudden tremor shakes the ground, rumbling violently beneath us. Several things fall over in the darkness, sounding like the stomping feet of a monster, followed by the crash of God knows what falling over upstairs.

      Amber buries her head in my chest, her breathing hard and fast. “Come on!” I grab her hand tight and we run back up the stairs, my phone light waving manically against the walls.

      Several bookcases have fallen over in our inner sanctum, spilling their contents onto the wooden floors. Half of the chandelier suddenly falls, crashing onto the table, showering glass everywhere. Amber’s mouth opens in a silent scream, her ELC unable to translate her panic.

      The tremors ease and I hold Amber tight. “Are you okay?”

      She nods, her teary eyes wide open in shock as she stands the radio on the table. Her hand frantically turns the dial, searching for a channel — any channel, but all she can find is a static hiss. Then the radio goes quiet and three long beeps come from the speaker, followed by a shaky voice. “This is an emergency broadcast. Gather as much food and water as you can and find underground shelter… May God have mercy on our souls.”

      Frick. Frick. Frick.

      “Are we going to die?” Amber asks, again.

      I fling my arms around her, holding her tight. Her racing heart beats against my chest as I hold her tight. “I’m so sorry, Amber.” My eyes fill with tears. “I shouldn’t have let Shaw get anywhere near you.”

      Amber squeezes me tight, too. “I miss Mum so much.”. The voice drifts in an out as the ELC struggles against her silent sobs. “She brought her back. Exactly how I remembered her.”

      The radio beeps again and the message repeats. I reach across and turn it off.

      “Andrea was in Mum’s hospital room. The day after Eddie died. While you waited for me outside. She said she could bring Mum’s memories back. She did. Mum opened her eyes. She smiled and hugged me.” Amber reaches for the Mary Poppins book. “She remembered me. Andrea said she could bring her back permanently… If I helped her get Affinity.” Amber squeezes the book. “She convinced me her vision for the future was the way forward.”

      I kiss Amber’s forehead. “Shaw used magic to show you what you wanted to see. She took advantage of you. I should have been there for you and Fiona… when it really mattered.”

      The floor rumbles and creaks, like the deck of a ship on an angry sea. What remains of the chandelier above us flickers several times, then with a soft pop, the lights go out. The glow from the static on Amber’s tablet fights in vain against the darkness.

      “The electricity grid must be down,” I say. “We have to find somewhere safe to hide.” I aim my phone screen towards the front of the shop, the light picking out the edge of a fallen bookcase. “Leicester Square Tube Station is three minutes away. Maybe that will offer some shelter from all this.”

      We sprint to the front of the shop. The fallen bookcases loom, like a maze of felled trees in a dark forest. The dull gray glow from the two arched windows at the front of the shop guides us through. It’s like a blizzard outside. A snowstorm of thick dark ash.

      Another tremor. More bookcases fall over behind us like dominos, sending a cloud of dust up in the darkened room.

      Shit.

      Choking dust behind — choking ash in front.

      I push the door open through the ash outside. It piles up behind the glass like snow on a winters morning. Amber squeezes my hand and we run outside. The heat is intense. We stop still, gasping, unable to move. Amber drops the Mary Poppins book. It thuds into the thick layer of ash.

      “Supercali-what-you-call it,” I say. “You know, your mum could say it, no problem.” I cough. The heat makes it hard to force any words out. “She always used it as her password.”

      “Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious,” Amber says, half-smiling.

      I hug her tight, pulling her close again. Over her shoulder, a giant tidal wave of fire eats through Covent Garden like it’s made of flimsy paper.

      Amber turns away from the fire. “I’m scared.” Her ELC stutters as she buries her head in my shoulder.

      The road behind us ignites and fire flicks at my clothes. It burns through to my skin. Ignoring the pain, I turn around to protect Amber.

      No last-minute government plan to save us. No lottery to see who survives in underground shelters. No time for anything.

      “Close your eyes, Amber.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        UNKNOWN TIME

        JOHN MUNRO

        THE SANCTUARY

      

      

      Nicci’s words fade from the journal page, her life extinguished. She’s dead. Her young niece too. Reading the thoughts of someone in their last seconds of life is painful. I didn’t know her, but my stomach aches, like I’ve lost a friend — friends.

      “Does that mean…?” Emma asks, her voice trailing off. She stares at the empty page. “Are they dead?”

      “I’m sorry.” I close the journal and push it away. My eyes are drawn to a Polaroid photo of Eva on the table. My wife — my lost wife. “Was this everything Luther had?” Photos, papers, maps, jewelry, a revolver, a pen knife… an eclectic collection covers the table, like the contents of a back-street brick-a-brack shop. I pick up a silver flask from the table and twist off the top. Whisky.

      I hold up my jacket. “There’s nothing else in the pockets.”

      Emma blinks, fighting back tears. “What do we do now?”

      “Let me think.” I reach for a scroll of paper on the table. “This was the key to Luther and Eddie’s—” The newspaper page about Eddie’s execution stares at me. Don’t look. I push it away. “—plan.” I uncurl the scroll, using my old Polaroid camera and the flask to stop it rolling back up. The red handwriting glistens in the candlelight, like it’s still wet.

      
        
        This Covenant grants the user

        unrestricted travel to any location

        of their choice.

      

        

      
        E.M.

      

      

      “This Royal Covenant will allow me to carry out Luther’s plan. “I roll up the scroll. “I will go back and stop the assassin from killing the royal family.

      Emma’s eyes dart between the objects on the table. “But… is there is a way out of the Sanctuary?” she asks.

      I lean in across the table. “Elisabeth is the key. The wee lassie is the daughter of a Master Doormaker… That kind of blood magic is passed down,” I whisper. “She’s the only Doormaker in the Sanctuary. Poor Elisabeth has been hunted most of her life because of her heritage… there was no escape in here, either.”

      “I thought this place was a Sanctuary for Enchanters?” Emma asks. “Peaceful and tranquil?”

      “It is tranquil,” I say. “This place, it restores you.” I hold my hand up to the candlelight. The flame glows through my aged skin. “I nearly gave up. But after my first breath here, I felt stronger. My will to live fought back… but here’s the kicker. It takes time… a lot of time. Eventually you make a full recovery. And then what?”

      “You want to get out of here?”

      “Bingo.”

      Emma’s eye’s flick to the bedroom. “And, she can make a Traverse that leads out of here?”

      I lean closer to Emma, my heart beating fast. “She’s already made one, but it needs to be primed with blood… with special blood.”

      “Affinity blood.” Emma sighs, stroking her wrists. “Nothing new there.”

      I glance at Elisabeth, carefully tending to Dean in the bedroom. “A Static Traverse needs to be primed with the Doormakers blood too.” I pause, lowering my voice. “But, Elisabeth had an issue with her blood… it’s why she ended up here.”

      Emma follows my gaze. “So, you couldn’t get out of here without us — without our Affinity blood?”

      I rub my thumb slowly over the carved Incanto Spiral on the back of my ring. “There is another way… a barbaric ritual using a Doormaker.”

      Emma’s eyes open wide.

      “René protects her,” I say. “When I first got here, he was half dead and Elisabeth was… Well, the ritual was underway. I managed to stop the Badawons.”

      “Badawons?” Emma asks.

      “Lost souls — disenchanted souls.”

      Emma takes a deep breath. “Not much of a Sanctuary then?”

      “It can be, if you keep to yourself.” I stand and wait for the pain in my back to ease. “Old age,” I say, as Emma stands. She holds out a hand. “I’m okay.” I stretch and then walk over to the open cabin door, taking a deep breath. The air still invigorates. “It kind of grows on you. This place — this life.”

      Emma joins me at the door.

      “But the life outside this place is more important. We need to restore history. Bring back all those lost lives.”

      Eddie.

      A flock of birds fly overhead. Streaks of bright colors trail behind them, leaving a rainbow pattern in the sky.

      Emma stares at them, mesmerized.

      “This place can be wonderful too,” I say, as more birds fly overhead. Suddenly, rainbows fill the sky. “I’ve not seen this many before; it’s like the birds are spooked or something. Probably the Badawons. The bell ringing will have brought them all out.”

      Emma flinches, wrapping her arms tight around herself.

      “I’m not being the greatest of hosts,” I say, escorting Emma back inside. “Would you like a drink… Something to eat?”

      Emma shakes her head and slumps back down at the table.

      I reach for Eva’s Polaroid. “You say they found her? My wife — my Eva? I searched for so many years… before she found me… and nearly killed me. She sent me here.”

      “Like what Andrea Shaw did to Dean,” Emma says.

      I stroke Eva’s beautiful face on the Polaroid. “It’s complicated… She wasn’t herself.” I put the photo back with the others. “She’s was… is somehow connected to Affinity.”

      “You were always so secretive about Evangeline?” Emma stacks up the Polaroid photos. “You never mentioned her Affinity connection before.”

      “I wasn’t sure… I’m still not… but I certainly didn’t want to alert Kalendis to my suspicions.”

      Emma’s hand hovers over the newspaper page about Eddie’s execution. “I don’t think Dean’s up to it,” she says. “We can’t sync. He’s too weak.”

      “He’ll be okay after a few days recov—”

      René runs in from the bedroom. He clatters into a chair, knocking it over. “Boss man. You’ve got to see this!” He opens the door and a musty smoke drifts into the cabin. It smells like a campfire. “The Badawons!”

      René doesn’t speak. He keeps shaking his hand at the door. I walk outside, ignoring the shooting pain in my back. The sky grows dark and the air is thick with the smell of burning wood. It’s coming from the mountain. A thick column of gray smoke rises into the sky from halfway up the trail, near the Seventh Door. Too much smoke to be from any sacrificial fire.

      A low rumble echoes down from the mountain. The column of smoke suddenly pulsates, like a beating heart, and then lava explodes into the air. The heat is intense, even down here.

      Emma rushes out of the cabin. “I just remembered… I asked Nicci to jam the Sanctuary door, to keep it open.”

      “You fool! That reality, the devastation, has locked onto us and its burst through the Traverse. It will ravage the Sanctuary too.”

      “I’m sorry,” Emma says. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      Suddenly, my pulse flutters in my neck, drowning out Emma’s voice. Every beat of my heart resonates through my skin — I’ve not had this feeling for a long time. I check the back of my ring. The Incanto spiral is red.

      Magic.

      I have access to my magic again.

      No time to think. Just do.

      “René, get Elisabeth and Dean.” I grab his arm. “Magic has broken through the Traverse too. It won’t take the Badawons long to realize.” Several fireballs hurtle through the sky like falling meteorites. They explode into the forest behind the cabin. “Hurry, René!”

      Stumbling back into the cabin, I grab the Polaroid camera and shove everything else on the table back in my jacket pockets. Then, I slip it on. The jacket feels just as good as the first day I wore it. I feel reinvigorated.

      “What happened?” Elisabeth asks as she helps René support Dean.

      “They wedged the Sanctuary door open. The threshold never sealed.”

      Emma runs inside and takes Dean’s hand. She kisses him and their Affinity begins to sync as their minds connect to anyone left alive through the open Seventh Door.

      I leave them to it and grab a carved wooden door handle from the mantle piece above the fire and join René and Elisabeth outside.

      Shit!

      Lava spills down the mountain like running water, and it’s heading straight for us.

      “I’m ready,” Elisabeth says.

      René jumps in front of her. “No, mon chérie. It could kill you.”

      “Look around, René. We’re all going to die anyway.” She gives him his blunderbuss. “You must protect us from any Badawons.”

      His lips curl into a grin. “I don’t need that anymore, mon chérie.” His eyes flash with green Radiance, and fire bursts from his fingers. He looks up to sky and watches the fiery rocks streaks above us. “I got my own balls of fire,” he says, twisting the fire in his hands into a glowing ball.

      I take a quick Polaroid of them stood together; the fire in René’s hands glares in the viewfinder.

      Emma leads Dean out of the cabin. Their eyes still sparkling with orange Radiance. Emma shakes her head, spraying tears onto the ground. “John, there’s hardly anyone left alive. We can’t open a time door back to nineteen forty-three. We would be hard pushed to open one back a month.

      A month.

      Eddie.

      I reach into my pocket and summon two things. The newspaper page about Eddie’s execution and a Polaroid of the Greenwich Magic Detention Center.

      “I’ll go back a month, then,” I shout, as gray smoke begins to swirl around the cabin. “Can you manage that?”

      Emma looks at Dean. He nods and they link hands. I take a Polaroid of them while I have the chance, then slip the camera and developing photos in my pocket.

      “You need to hurry, mon ami!” René shouts. Dark shadows gather behind the growing smoke cloud. He sends a swirling ball of fire into the foggy haze. A scream. An unearthly howl. René smiles. “One nil to old René.”

      I focus on the newspaper page. The photo shows a cheering crowd outside a gate. The Greenwich MDC. Thirteenth of July. Eleven forty-five in the morning.

      The roar from the mountain is deafening, making it difficult to focus. I slip the newspaper page and the Polaroid back in my pocket, and then run to the clearing behind the cabin, the burning trees in the distance casting an unearthly glow on the ground. “René! Give me a hand!” I shout, as burning ash begins to fall like glowing snow.

      We both peel away a thick layer of dry bracken from the ground, revealing Elisabeth’s makeshift wicker door underneath.

      “A wicker Traverse,” Emma says, her eyes opening wide.

      Something suddenly catches my eye, nestled next to the door in the grass. A four-leaf clover. I grab the leaf and slip it in my pocket.

      René makes eye contact and he nods. “It will bring you good luck, mon ami.”

      I’ll take any luck I can get.

      We lift the door into an upright position. It stands tall, supported by a thick tree branch frame.

      “My beautiful first creation,” Elisabeth says, stroking her hand down the side of the tree branch frame. “It just needs to be primed.”

      René fires another fireball into the darkness. “I don’t like this, mon chérie.”

      “You just protect us from the Badawons,” Elisabeth says, glancing over her shoulder at her Cajun protector. “Don’t let them get near my Traverse.”

      He half-smiles and licks his lips. “Don’t worry, mon chérie. I’ll always protect you.” He turns his back, and runs to the front of the cabin, the hiss from more of his conjured fireballs rages through the increasing wind.

      “We need to do it now,” I say, coughing as the air fills with smoke. “I hope this works.”

      Elisabeth takes a few steps back and presses her body to the wicker door. “I hope so, too,” she says, her voice shaky and weak. She slides her hands through two high loops in the wicker and then she kicks off her boots, sliding her bare feet into two similar loops at the bottom of the door. She leans back, stretching out her body in a star shape, attaching herself to the Traverse — to her Traverse. “I’m ready.”

      I summon Luther’s pen knife from my jacket pocket. Taking a deep breath, I open out the blade.

      “Don’t worry,” Elisabeth says, straining her voice against the roaring wind. “It will be okay.”

      Leaning forward, I press the point of the blade against her right palm and being as gentle as I can be in the situation, I make three small shallow incisions, forming a red triangle in her skin. The wound quickly begins to weep and blood drips onto the wicker under her hand.

      “What are you doing?” Emma asks, holding out her arms between me Elisabeth.

      “It’s the quickest way to prime the Traverse,” I say, pushing her out of the way. “It wasn’t safe for her to create the Tabula Circure — she has to become the Tabula Circure.”

      Emma’s eyes open wide. “She has to become the logic diagram?”

      “Yes!” Elisabeth cries out as I make the same three cuts in her other palm.

      “Be brave, mon chérie,” René shouts.

      “This is barbaric!” Emma shouts.

      “This makes what the Badawons want to do seem like a manicure.” I take a deep breath and kneel down, cutting a bloody triangle into the top of Elisabeth’s feet, too. She lets out several shallow breaths and leans back like she’s been crucified.

      Emma strokes her hand down Elisabeth’s arm, trying to soothe away her pain. “Is it finished?”

      Elisabeth winces. “I just need your blood to finish the Circure,” she says, between shallow breaths.

      “Give me your hands,” I say, stepping forward.

      Dean takes a shaky step forward, glancing at Emma. “I’ll do it.”

      I shake my head. “You both need to do it anyway… to make it a Time Traverse.”

      Emma looks away as I carve the same small triangle into both her palms. I dab my finger into the fresh blood, using it to draw a triangle on Elisabeth’s forehead.

      Her eyes suddenly sparkle with blue Radiance. “It’s primed,” she shouts. “Hurry!”

      I take Emma’s bloody hand and place it on the door frame. “Dean. I need to make the same cuts on you, too.”

      He holds out his shaky hands and I cut the same triangle pattern into his withered skin. I then place one of his hands on the opposite side of the door frame.

      “My turn,” I whisper, as I cut the same triangle into my own palms.

      I grasp hands with Dean and Emma, and we stand in a semi-circle in front of the Traverse. Suddenly the ground beneath us rumbles and a deep crack appears in the grass. It zig-zags behind us, crashing into the corner of my cabin and the wall falls into the widening ravine.

      “Elisabeth!” I shout. “We need to do it now!”

      Tears run down her cheeks as she turns to Emma. “You and Dean need to sync. We need your Affinity to make a Time Traverse.”

      Emma shakes her head. “We can’t sync if we’re not touching.”

      “My Traverse will bridge your connection,” Elisabeth shouts, extreme pain flowing through her words as her breathing becomes erratic.

      Suddenly, tall flames burst out of the ravine behind us… then I feel it. A calm serene feeling as everything around us seems to move in slow motion. Fizzing sparks drift in front of me like fluttering fireflies, matching the fiery Radiance now shining from Dean and Emma’s glittering eyes. We are all now a part of the Tabula Circure.

      “You need to burn the Covenant,” Emma screams, breaking the serene calm. The intense roar of the wind almost drowns out her voice.

      “We don’t need it!” I shout, my skin beginning to tingle. “I’ve got the Polaroid of the Magic Detention Center in my pocket. It’s in my mind now… my own magic can lock onto the location.”

      I take a deep breath as the magic builds between us. Emma and Dean’s eyes sparkle with Affinity Radiance.

      “Oh my God,” Emma cries, tears streaming down her face. “All those people!”

      René suddenly crashes into the grass behind us, almost falling into the ravine. He scrambles to his feet, shooting more fireballs into the advancing darkness. “Hurry, mon ami.”

      I check the red Incanto Spiral on my ring, then close my eyes and take a deep breath, ready to open the Traverse… but a thunderous roar rips up and the smoke and darkness clear in a burst of fiery orange. A sea of molten lava approaches the clearing, bubbling as it passes the front of my cabin. The heat is intense as it burns towards us.

      Elisabeth suddenly screams and her eyes glow bright with Radiance. Flickering orange and blue magic sparks between all our hands.

      I close my eyes again and take in another deep breath. A magic breath. My eyes tingle and then the sudden rush of oxygen fires my magic. I start to chant, focusing my mind on the time and location I need.

      “Greenwich MDC-Greenwich MDC-Greenwich MDC.” I keep the image of the Polaroid centered in my mind, and as I chant faster, Eva’s face flashes in front of my eyes. She’s there too.

      “Greenwich MDC-Greenwich MDC-Greenwich-MDC. Greenwich MDC.” The words blur together and I feel the Traverse unlock.

      “John, take this gift!” Emma shouts, her voice strained against the howling wind. Orange sparks fizz from her hand. They flow down her fingers into mine. She grows old, as old as Dean. As I watch, the wrinkles on my hand smooth out. “Go!” she screams.

      I let go of her hand, my palm tingling as I grasp Elisabeth’s left hand. I pull her towards me, which opens the wicker Traverse. Bright daylight shines through from the other side of the magical opening. “Don’t waste this last chance,” Elisabeth says, her words fading like a whisper on the wind.
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