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A note from the author 
 
 

Million Eyes: Over Time is an addendum to my previous 
compilation of short stories, Million Eyes: Extra Time. 
Extra Time had twelve stories set in the universe of my 
time travel conspiracy thriller trilogy, Million Eyes. Over 
Time adds five extra stories. 

Like Extra Time, Over Time expands on a world where 
time travel is real and being used by an enigmatic 
organisation, Million Eyes, to manipulate our history and 
our lives. These stories fill in gaps and tie off loose ends 
by exploring some of the collateral impacts of their 
incursions. Some of the stories are inspired by real 
legends and concepts associated with time travel. 

What Happened to 70? was previously published in 
Best of British Science Fiction 2020 from Newcon Press. 
The rest of the stories are brand new. 

At the end of this collection, you can read an exclusive 
extract of the third and final book in the Million Eyes 
trilogy, Million Eyes III: Ouroboros, coming early 2023. 

Million Eyes and Million Eyes II: The Unraveller are 
available as ebooks and paperbacks. Million Eyes: Extra 
Time is available as a free download from Elsewhen 
Press’ website, and from my own. 

With these five short stories, and the upcoming 
Ouroboros, the tale of Million Eyes, and all the people 
caught in its crosshairs, will be complete.  
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1984 
 
The job description Leona Holloway had been given over 
the phone wasn’t clear at all. Senior scientist for a 
company she’d never heard of, Million Eyes, to help 
engineer a breakthrough in quantum physics. That’s what 
the man with the lisp, Mr Arnold, had said, calling her 
out of the blue to invite her for an interview at an 
undisclosed location, hours after she received an outright 
pass on her doctoral thesis. She’d asked what kind of 
‘breakthrough’, but Mr Arnold simply said that all would 
be revealed, adding that Million Eyes had been watching 
her with great interest for several years. Leona wasn’t 
sure whether to be excited or perturbed. In the end she 
was a bit of both. 

Sitting in a swanky limousine Million Eyes had sent to 
pick her up, with champagne, snacks, air-conditioning, a 
TV and one of those new LaserDisc players, Leona rode 
through the desolate grasslands of Salisbury Plain. This 
three-hundred-square-mile plateau was a place where the 
breeze carried scents of wild thyme, chalk dust and a 
touch of tank exhaust, and the sounds of insects, skylarks 
and distant gunfire mingled in the air. At least half of it 
was owned by the military and used for infantry training 
and live artillery firing, with many areas inaccessible to 
the public. A great place to have a secret facility, that was 
for sure.  

They came to a big NO PUBLIC ACCESS sign. And 
went right past it. Leona swallowed. Was Million Eyes 
something to do with the military then? Up ahead were a 
couple of army officers in helmets and camouflage 
uniforms. Leona felt her chest tighten when she saw their 
threatening-looking rifles. 

The limo driver lowered his window and flashed an ID 
card to one of the officers, who waved him through. 

Ten minutes later, the car veered off road, straight 
across the grassland. Leona’s heart was thrumming in her 
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ears, but constant jerking over rutted terrain drowned it 
out. What the hell am I getting myself into?  

After a bumpy few hundred yards, the limo came to a 
stop in the middle of the plain, miles of gently undulating 
grassland blending into the horizon on all sides. 

The driver got out and opened her door.  
She frowned. “You want me to get out here?” 
“Yes please, ma’am,” he replied.  
She swung her legs out and stood. Then the driver did 

something she wasn’t expecting: got back in the car. 
Panicking, she lurched forwards before he’d managed to 
shut his door. “Wait! You’re gonna leave me here?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Mr Arnold will be along in a moment to 
escort you to the interview.” 

She glanced around. It was a warm, clear day and she 
could see for miles – nothing for all of it. “A moment?” 

The driver closed the door and drove off. For the next 
few minutes, her eyes were fixed on the long black car as 
it got smaller and smaller, disappearing into the horizon 
like a bug under a rock.  

Come back… 
“Hello, Dr Holloway,” said a male voice with a lisp. 
Her heart leapt into her throat. She spun round. A man 

with receding grey hair and a moustache, wearing a black 
suit and small, round spectacles, walked towards her. 
“But – but where did you –?” 

He shook her hand. “I’m Mr Arnold. Come with me, 
please.” 

Where! 
She followed Mr Arnold to a circular metal grate in the 

middle of the grass. Less than two metres in diameter, it 
had a dense mesh and small rectangular holes, darkness 
beneath it. 

Mr Arnold went and stood in the middle of it, his 
smart, polished shoes clanking on the metal. Leona 
stopped at the edge. 

“Stand on the platform, please,” said Mr Arnold.  
With a deep breath, she stepped carefully onto the 

grate. Thank God she was in flats and not stilettos.  
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Immediately the grate started lowering into the ground 
with a low, electronic hum. Watching herself sink into 
the ground and only just stopping herself from grabbing 
Mr Arnold’s arm, she murmured, “I’m claustrophobic.” 

He replied flatly, “It’ll be over in a moment.” 
The platform descended till the ground was above her 

head and a cylindrical metal wall curved around her. Fists 
clenched, she fixed her eyes on the cerulean sky to quell 
the claustrophobia, then a metal panel slid across the 
opening and her throat closed up. 

She expected to be plunged into darkness, but a flat 
round lamp in the middle of the panel activated, flooding 
the tight space with light.  

The hum continued, the only thing to suggest they were 
still moving. As her breathing started to become laboured 
and irregular, the hum stopped. Suddenly the wall slid 
apart along a previously invisible seam, opening onto a 
similarly well-lit corridor. Mr Arnold and Leona stepped 
through the ‘doors’ onto another grated walkway. 

“Follow me, please.” 
They went up the corridor, turned left down another, 

which had doors on both sides. Mr Arnold stopped at the 
end and knocked on the door to the right. 

“Come in,” said a woman’s voice.  
Mr Arnold entered first. “Dr Holloway for you, 

ma’am.” 
“Ah, yes. Thank you, Mr Arnold.”  
A tall woman in a navy skirt suit stood up from her 

desk, an ample brown perm bobbing about her shoulders 
as she walked towards Leona, arm outstretched to greet 
her. Leona walked forwards tentatively and shook her 
hand, her gaze flitting immediately to the window to her 
left. Spanning the whole wall, it looked out over some 
kind of factory. There were computer consoles, screens 
displaying graphical and numerical data and 
contraptions she’d never seen before, including a huge 
machine comprised of columns, pipes, pistons and 
turrets centred on a huge glass tank. Inside the tank was 
a gas the colour of blood, swirling and roiling like a 
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gathering storm cloud. Men and women in white coats 
and gloves were pushing buttons, pulling levers, loading 
centrifuges with test tubes and staring down the barrels 
of microscopes.  

Not a factory. A laboratory. 
“Welcome, Dr Holloway,” said the woman. “My name 

is Miss Steel. Please sit down. Two coffees, Mr Arnold.” 
Leona didn’t drink coffee, but okay. Forcing a smile, 

she sat down. 
“Now then,” said Miss Steel, sitting and clasping her 

hands together over the desk, bright red nails glinting. 
“You’re probably wondering what on earth you’re doing 
here.” 

Leona nodded, “I’m certainly curious…” Ma’am? Do I 
call you ‘ma’am’? Mr Arnold did. I’ll err on the side of 
caution. “… ma’am.” 

“That I know.” She looked down at some paperwork. 
“We’ve been very impressed by what we’ve seen from 
you. Your thesis was of particular interest to us.” 

Leona frowned. “You know about my thesis?” 
Miss Steel nodded. “I’ve read your thesis.” 
What the –? “How? It’s not even been pub –”  
“We’re especially interested in your hypotheses about 

time travel.” 
The breakthrough in quantum physics… 
“Ma’am, I don’t know what you think I can –” 
“You believe time travel is possible. Correct?” 
Leona swallowed. “Correct.” 
“Look out there.” Miss Steel pointed at the window to 

the lab. “See the tank with the red gas?” 
“Yeah.” 
“That is pure chronotonic energy.” 
Leona snapped her gaze back to Miss Steel. 

“Chronotons? You’ve created chronotons?” 
“Not created them, no. Found them.” 
“Found them where?” 
“I’ll get to that. What’s important is that we’re close to 

stabilising them.” 
Leona couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’re 



What Happened to 70? 

6 

close to creating a stable chronotonic field? That you can 
control?” Exactly what her thesis was all about. 

“Very close, yes. But at this critical juncture, we’ve hit 
a wall. And we believe that you, Dr Holloway, may be 
able to help us break it down.” 

Leona felt a surge of excitement. “So you’re saying you 
want me to help you invent time travel?” 

Miss Steel smiled. “Interested?” 
Stupid question. “Are you kidding?” 

 

Amy Sakamoto pulled into the car park of the Fairview 
Hotel, still reeling and shaking and wanting to punch 
things. No, it wasn’t fair that she was here. Jeff was the 
one who’d been fucking someone else. But when he’d 
admitted to having that slut-whore in their house, in their 
bed, she just couldn’t be there anymore. She had to get 
away and be alone somewhere. Throw herself into the 
piece she was writing for her column in The Overlook 
and try and forget all about that utter shithead. 

Easier said than done, of course. Once in her hotel 
room, Amy sat down at a tiny desk with her notepad and 
pen and a cup of tea, but the ink wouldn’t flow. She kept 
imagining Jeff screwing Delilah, a mutual friend who 
was actually more Amy’s than Jeff’s. Well, used to be. 
Now she could go fuck herself in the eye. 

Amy gave up. She’d try again in the morning. She went 
into the bathroom that was so narrow her legs grazed the 
wall when she sat on the loo, and poured cold tea down a 
sink big enough to wash one hand. Then she attacked the 
minibar with guilt-free fervour. She poured herself a gin 
and tonic that was almost half and half, before heading 
out of her room to get ice. 

That’s odd. 
She was walking down a corridor with rooms on both 

sides. 
Room 68. Room 69. Room 71. Room 72. 
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Where was room 70? 
She went back along the corridor, just in case she’d 

missed it. 
Most odd. The hotel was missing a room! Perhaps there 

was some superstition here about a room 70, just like 
many hotels didn’t have a room 13. Returning to her 
room with ice, Amy wondered what dreadful things 
might’ve happened here in room 70 for the owners to 
pretend it didn’t exist. 

The next day, she checked out having written a grand 
total of 14 words for her article. She said to the 
receptionist as she handed in her key, “So what’s the deal 
with room 70?” 

“I’m sorry?” said the receptionist. 
“I noticed you don’t have a room 70. Is there a story 

there?” Hopefully her journalistic curiosity wasn’t too 
obvious. 

“What do you mean a room 70?” 
Amy frowned. Am I not speaking English? “Your 

rooms go from 69 to 71.” 
The receptionist arched one eyebrow. “Yes.” Her 

expression added, And?  
“Well, I was just wondering what happened to 70?” 
“I’m sorry, Miss Sakamoto, I’m afraid I don’t 

understand the question.” 
Dumb as a bag of hammers. Amy walked out with her 

travel bag.  
Even though Jeff would be at work, she’d planned to 

put off going home for as long as she could. It was her 
dad’s birthday today – the big 71. She wasn’t scheduled 
to see him till the party at the weekend, but decided to go 
see him today anyway. She just needed to pop to the 
shops and grab a card.  

Something occurred to her as she looked at all the 71st 
birthday cards in Woolworths. Why was 71 such a big 
milestone? Why not 70? She looked at the cards for 60th, 
50th, 40th and 30th birthdays. 70 was conspicuously absent.  

Then it dawned on her. She was wrong. Her dad wasn’t 
71 today. He was 69 last year, which made him 70. 
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Wait – is that right? He was born in 1914, so yes, that 
was right. 1914 was 70 years ago. 

But there weren’t any 70th birthday cards. 
Amy asked the shopkeeper, a grouchy-looking man in 

dire need of a razor. He frowned at her. “70th? I don’t 
understand what you mean.” 

Amy shook her head. Seriously, have I lapsed into 
Japanese? “Forget it.”  

She bought a ‘Dad’ card instead, and left. 

 

Fresh from her PhD, it was lucky that Leona hadn’t yet 
put down roots, because she would’ve had to rip them out 
again to take the job at Million Eyes. To work at Facility 
9 in – under – Salisbury Plain, you had to live there. 
Million Eyes couldn’t have all its staff going back and 
forth to a top-secret location; it wouldn’t stay secret for 
very long.    

So, having moved out of the rented flat where she lived 
alone and told her mum and dad she wouldn’t see them 
for a couple of months, here she was with her suitcase, 
settling into her actually-rather-spacious quarters, ready 
to start her first day on the job.  

After signing another big wodge of non-disclosure 
forms, she made her way from the living quarters to the 
lab and was greeted by a Dr Windle. He gave her a tour, 
focused mainly on explaining the giant machine with the 
tank of chronotonic energy at the centre. Leona found 
herself staring hypnotically at the swirling red gas as Dr 
Windle spoke. A chill crawled slowly up her back like a 
dead, disembodied hand, made the hairs on the back of 
her neck stand up. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the 
gas was looking at her.    

“We’re irradiating the chronotons with a high-yield 
provium pulse,” said Dr Windle. 

Provium was an isotope of voron. They were using the 
method she’d recommended in her thesis.  
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“When we increase the frequency of the pulse to 60 
kels, the chronotons start to stabilise,” said Dr Windle. 
“Watch what happens when we increase it further.”  

Leona watched the monitor while the team charged the 
emitters and irradiated the chronotons. As they increased 
the frequency to 61… 62… 63 kels, the chronoton 
stability index rose. Increasing to 69 kels, the stability 
index hit 99%.  

But then they increased to 71 kels, and the index dropped.  
Leona’s heart sank. 
She recalled the calculations in her thesis. This should 

be working. 
“Why isn’t it working?” she said aloud. 
Dr Windle compressed his lips and frowned softly. 

“We were hoping you could tell us that, Dr Holloway.” 
She swallowed. Was her thesis all wrong? Was time 

travel impossible after all? 

 

Amy let herself in to her dad’s house to find him where 
he usually was – the garden, on his knees on a foam pad, 
clad in gardening gloves and rooting out weeds and 
tossing them in a wheelbarrow. Japanese ryūkōka blared 
from his record player in the dining room, probably to the 
annoyance of all the English-speaking neighbours. Even 
Amy hated ryūkōka and she was half-Japanese herself. 
She turned down the volume slightly as she made her 
way out of the back door. 

“Hey! Who’s –?” cried her dad, looking up from his 
weeding and beaming at the sight of his daughter. 
“Ohayo! Genki desu ka?” 

“Hi Dad. Good thanks. Happy birthday.” 
“Thank you. Was that you who turned down my music?” 
“Yes, Dad. I’m sure the entire street doesn’t want to be 

subjected to Japanese pop from the 40s.” 
“Ryūkōka is an art form. I’m sure they appreciate it.” 
“No we fucking don’t!” shouted a high-pitched woman 
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from the other side of Dad’s fence.  
“Urusai, you old bat.”  
Amy grinned, shaking her head. 
“I wasn’t expecting to see you till the weekend,” said 

Dad. “How is Jeff?” 
Dead to me. “Fine.” She’d tell her dad about Jeff being 

a massive cheating wanker another time. “I just thought 
I’d pop by and bring you a card.” She handed him the 
card. “I tried to get you a 70th one.” 

“A what?” 
Not you as well. “A 70th card. You know – because 

you’re 70.” 
Her father’s forehead crinkled into a frown. “What’s 70?” 
“Your bloody age, Dad!” 
“I’m 71.” 
Amy exhaled. “No, you’re not. You were born in 1914. 

It’s 1984. That was 70 years ago.” 
“71 years ago.” 
“Okay. One of us is horrendous at maths. Or I’ve gone 

to crazy town.” 
“While this town’s always been a little crazy, on this 

occasion I’d say it’s your maths. There’s no such number 
as ‘70’.” 

“What do you mean there’s no such number?”  
“Well, I’ve never heard of it.” He projected his voice 

over the fence. “Have you, Mrs Robinson?” 
“Fuck off!”  
Amy blew another sigh. “Okay, Dad, stop messing with 

me now. I’m really not in the mood. You were 69 last 
year. Yes?” 

Dad nodded. “Yes…” 
“That makes you 70 this year.” 
Dad curled his lips and narrowed his eyes like she was 

stupid. “You’re being very strange today. Last year I was 
69. This year I’m 71. 71 comes after 69.” 

“No, it doesn’t!” 
“Why don’t you take that fucking stupid argument 

indoors so the rest of us don’t have to hear it?” shouted 
Mrs Robinson. 
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Amy’s father shook his head and muttered, “Baka 
yarō,” under his breath. 

Amy felt suddenly disoriented. She staggered into the 
house, needing to sit down. 

“Amy, are you alright?” called Dad. 
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll be fine.” Amy flopped into the 

armchair by the back door, bending forwards and rubbing 
her temples, the floral patterns on the carpet blurring. She 
took several deep breaths. 

Straightening, she looked at her father’s bookcase. Her 
dizziness easing, she stood and grabbed a hardback about 
Japanese music through the 20th century. She leafed 
through to the contents page. 

There were chapters for each decade. The 1910s, 
1920s, 30s, 40s, 50s, 60s… And 1971s? 

She skipped to the chapter on the ‘1971s’ and shook 
her head. Her Japanese wasn’t perfect but she got the gist. 
It was talking about the music scene at the start of the 
decade – 1971.  

So what the fuck happened to 1970? 
Her dad came to the back door. “Are you okay?” 
Amy grabbed another book, a dog-eared copy of Fires 

on the Plain by Ōoka Shōhei. She turned to page 69 and 
felt a sudden sinking feeling. 

No page 70. The page after 69 was numbered 71.  
She grabbed another, and another, and another. All 

missing page 70s. She showed her dad but he thought that 
was normal and, noting her rising distress, immediately 
offered her a Valium.  

“I’ve got to go,” she said, barrelling out of the house to 
her car. 

She drove straight to her old secondary school, 
which was a few minutes down the road from her dad’s 
house.  

“Can I speak to Mrs Rice, please?” she said to the fat 
lady on reception. Mrs Rice had been her O-Level maths 
teacher and still worked there.  

“Mrs Rice is teaching a class, ma’am. You can speak to 
her in the next breaktime.” 
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“Please – it’s an emergency.” Is it? Certainly feels like 
it is. To me, anyway.  

The receptionist frowned. “Can you elaborate?” 
“No, but it’s important. I have to speak to her now.” 
“I’ll go and see if she can step out for a moment.” 
The lady waddled out of the office, bulging arse 

wiggling as she went up some stairs. Amy waited in the 
entrance hall, heart pounding. She rubbed her hands 
together nervously. 

A few minutes later, Mrs Rice came down the stairs 
with the receptionist. “Amy? What a surprise! Are you 
okay? Our receptionist said it was urgent.” 

“It is.” Amy swallowed the tightness in her throat. “I 
need you to count from 65 to 75 for me.” 

Mrs Rice frowned. “Amy, what –?” 
“Please, just humour me for a second.” 
“Okay. 65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 71, 72…”  
Amy interrupted, “There! What the fuck? I don’t – I 

don’t understand why everyone’s missing out 70!”  
“Amy, please don’t swear. There are kids around.” 
They were all in their classes, but whatever. 
Mrs Rice added, “And what’s 70?” 
“The number – 70!” 
“There is no number 70.” 
“Okay, okay. Then tell me this. What is 80 minus 10?” 
“71.” 
“Okay, so what is 80 minus 9?”  
“70… oh…” Mrs Rice’s frown deepened and she stared 

off into space. “It’s… it’s 71.” 
“Ah. But you just said 80 minus 10 was 71. Can’t be 

both, can it?” 
Mrs Rice shook her head. She looked as addled as Amy 

felt. “No. You’re right. It can’t. 80 minus 10 is… is 70.” 
“Not 71?” 
“I don’t understand how I could… how I could forget 

that.” It probably wasn’t easy for an O-Level maths 
teacher to discover she couldn’t do a Reception-level 
sum. 

“Glad to know I’m not completely losing my mind,” 
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said Amy. “I’ll let you get back to your class. Sorry for 
disturbing you.” 

Amy walked out of the school, leaving Mrs Rice pale-
faced and wordless. 

Amy got in her car, feeling semi-relieved. She sat 
staring through the windscreen at nothing in particular, 
trying to make sense of it all. 

It was as though someone – or something – had erased 
the number 70 from the universe, and deleted everyone’s 
memories of it.  

But what could do that? And why? 
What was so dangerous about 70? 

 

Her stress levels high, Leona sat down in Facility 9’s 
empty canteen for a late lunch. What now? They’d tried so 
many different ways of stabilising the chronotonic field – 
none had worked. Every night she’d spent her off-hours 
redoing her calculations until she felt like her brain was 
starting to seize up. She remained at a loss, utterly and 
completely stumped. What was also making her sweat 
through her blouse was the knowledge that if she didn’t 
find a solution soon, Miss Steel would surely fire her.  

Tucking into a tasteless lasagne and doing her 
damnedest to think about something else, if only for a 
few minutes, she leafed through the copy of The 
Overlook newspaper that had been left on her table. 
Skipping over the doom and gloom – British 
unemployment was at a record high and the battle 
between Thatcher and the striking coal miners was 
escalating – she read an interesting article about 
government plans to scrap O-Levels and replace them 
with a new qualification – the GCSE.  

Sipping a bottle of Corona orangeade, Leona turned to 
an article that caught her eye. Written by The Overlook’s 
regular columnist, Amy Sakamoto, it was entitled What 
Happened To 70? 
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It was perhaps the strangest article Leona had ever 
read, all about Miss Sakamoto discovering that the 
number 70 had been erased from the universe and how 
everyone, but her, had forgotten about it. 

Wait. 
70. Leona had forgotten about it too. But how? How 

was that possible? She counted in her head – 68, 69, 71, 
72… No, that wasn’t right. It was 69, 70, 71. 

What the hell? She was a PHD graduate, for Christ’s 
sake. How could she suddenly lose her ability to count?! 

Hold on a minute. 
A sudden thought jolted her, made her stand up fast and 

cause her chair to topple backwards with a clang. Leaving 
half a plate of lasagne and most of her Corona, she swept 
out of the canteen and ran along the corridors as if flames 
were licking her heels.  

She charged into the lab, made a dash for the scientists 
working at the chronoton chamber. 

“I have an idea,” she said, breathless. “Charge the 
provium pulse emitters and begin irradiation.” 

“Dr Holloway, we’ve already –” said Dr Windle. 
“Just trust me, okay. I want you to increase the 

frequency of the pulse to 70 kels.” 
Dr Windle frowned. “70 kels? What’s 70?” His stare 

trailed off. “Wait… 70. The number 70. I… I’m 
remembering now.” Dr Windle looked at Leona with a 
disconcerted expression. “It’s… it’s like I couldn’t see it 
before.” 

She nodded. “I know. Me too.” 
Dr Windle and the other scientists started the provium 

pulse. She watched the monitor as they increased the 
frequency to 68… 69… 70 kels. 

“Shit – shit! It’s working!” she shrieked, perhaps a little 
too enthusiastically for the workplace, but who the hell 
cared right now. 

The chronoton stability index hit 100%. Leona’s gaze 
shifted to the tank of red gas. Previously churning and 
twisting and flattening, the gas suddenly stopped dead, 
motionless.  
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Dr Windle checked the monitor and said, smiling, 
“Confirmed. We have a stable chronotonic field.” 

There were gleeful and triumphant exclamations and 
high-fives among the scientists. Dr Windle shook 
Leona’s hand and said warmly, “Congratulations, Dr 
Holloway. I think we’ve just invented time travel.” 

Leona nodded, almost disbelieving. “And to you, Dr 
Windle. I… I think we have.” She looked up at Miss 
Steel’s office, saw her standing by the window, watching 
everything. 

They’d done it – at last. 
Leona’s job was safe. 
And it was all thanks to Amy Sakamoto. 

 

“Please, baby, don’t go,” whined Jeff as Amy heaved her 
cases into the boot of her blue Ford Cortina. The house 
was in Jeff’s name, and they weren’t married, so it was 
just going to be easier this way. And honestly, she didn’t 
care. That house was tainted now. She couldn’t look at 
anything without wondering if Jeff had taken Delilah in 
it, on it or up against it. 

“Shove it up your arse, Jeff,” said Amy, shutting the 
boot. “Or up Delilah’s. Your choice.” 

“Why won’t you listen to me? I don’t want Delilah. 
That’s over. I promise!” He dropped to his knees in the 
road. “Come on, baby. I’m begging you. I know you want 
me like I want you.” 

He looked so sad and pathetic, she almost felt sorry for 
him. Almost. “I want you like I want fanny rash.” 

She was about to get in the car when, engine roaring, a 
black Mercedes skidded to a stop just inches from her 
front bumper. “What the –?” 

Another engine roared behind her. She spun round. A 
second black Mercedes pulled up close to her rear 
bumper with a squeak of brakes. 

They’d wedged her in good and proper.  
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“What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?” 
shouted Amy as a man and a woman climbed out of the 
first Mercedes, both in black suits and, even though it 
was a cloudy day, sunglasses.   

“Amy Sakamoto?” said the woman. 
Amy frowned. “Who wants to know?” 
“We’ll take that as a yes,” said the man. “Come with 

us, please.”  
“I’d sooner lick a wet turd. Who are you?” 
The man didn’t even bother to answer. He lunged 

forwards, grabbed her roughly by her arm and yanked her 
towards the rear of the Mercedes.  

“Oi! Get your fucking hands off me!” Amy pulled 
against his grip but his fingers were like iron hooks. 

Jeff charged forwards. “Don’t touch my girlfriend, 
you –!” 

The man socked Jeff in the throat with his free hand. 
He went down, choking, clawing at his neck. 

The rear passenger door to the Mercedes opened from 
the inside. The man pulled Amy towards it, violently 
shoved her into the back and slammed the door behind 
her. In the back seat, sitting opposite, was a woman in a 
white blouse and bright green pencil skirt, not wearing 
sunglasses. 

“He your boyfriend?” the woman said, pointing at the 
window. 

Amy looked at Jeff, sprawled in the road, coughing up 
his guts and looking even more pathetic than he did a 
second ago. “No. He’s a dick.” 

The woman smirked. “I’m Dr Leona Holloway. Sorry 
to drop in on you like this.” She held out her hand to 
shake Amy’s.  

Amy didn’t reciprocate. “What do you want?” 
The woman lowered her hand with a condescending 

smile that Amy was tempted to slap away. “To 
understand your abilities.” 

“My abilities? What are you talking about?” 
The car shook slightly as the man and the woman in the 

sunglasses got back in the front. 
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“You recognised the loss of the number 70,” said Dr 
Holloway. “You clearly have a perception that goes 
beyond corporeality, beyond the normal laws of physics. 
We’re keen to investigate it.” 

A sarcastic scoff blew past Amy’s lips. “Great for you. 
But you’re kidnapping me. I’m obviously not going to 
cooperate.” 

Dr Holloway’s smile widened, her eyes narrowing into 
slits. With an air of confidence that sent unease rippling 
through Amy’s bones, she switched her gaze to the front 
and ordered, “Drive.” 

As the Mercedes reversed and drove off, concerned 
neighbours, watching the devil-may-care abduction from 
their doors and windows, pondered what kind of place 
Thatcher’s England was turning into. 
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Even though all four Shrek movies came out years before 
they were born, Harper Chapman and her twin, Arlo, 
were completely and utterly obsessed with them. They 
watched them nearly every day after school, played with 
soft toys and action figures of the characters and 
endlessly quoted lines around the house. When their 
father, Evan Chapman, decided to throw a Shrek-themed 
fancy dress party for their tenth birthday, Harper and Arlo 
ran around the lounge screaming with excitement for 
about five minutes.  

The party was to take place in the church hall in St 
Martin’s, the tiny village in Suffolk where Harper and 
Arlo lived. All the guests were to come dressed as Shrek 
characters. Evan, a cattle and broad bean farmer who was 
well-liked in the village, sent invites out to all the 
children Harper and Arlo went to school with. As it 
turned out, that was a mistake. 

Everything was fine to start with. Evan, Harper and 
Arlo got set up in the hall with help from Reiko, Harper 
and Arlo’s elder sister, and Reiko’s girlfriend, Naomi. 
Harper donned her long green dress, copper-coloured 
pleated wig and green ogre ears, and Reiko painted her 
face with itchy green face paint, transforming her into 
Princess Fiona. Arlo pulled on an off-white long-sleeved 
tunic and brown mini-vest, with tartan trousers and ogre 
ears, and Naomi painted his face green and strapped a 
fake padded belly around his waist to make him look fat 
like Shrek. Harper almost laughed right out of her 
costume. Meanwhile, Evan blew up green balloons and 
laid green cakes on green tablecloths. Green, green, 
green. Harper loved it. It was her favourite colour.  

When people started arriving, Harper was surprised to 
see that virtually everyone had come dressed as Shrek 
and Princess Fiona like them, making the hall an even 
greener spectacle. A couple of kids came as Puss in 
Boots, complete with feathered hat and plastic sword, a 
few as the purple-haired Fairy Godmother. Several were 
in onesies that looked like Donkey and one boy came as 
Lord Farquaad. Nearly everyone else was an ogre. 
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One little boy was in a Shrek mask rather than face 
paint, so Harper wasn’t sure who he was. After saying 
goodbye to his mum, the boy walked up to Arlo. From 
across the room, Harper saw her brother’s face drop as 
the boy briefly lifted his mask. 

Tommy Ryder. 
“Dad, you invited Tommy!” Harper shouted at Evan, 

eating a bowl of ogre bogey jelly and talking to Prisha’s 
mum.   

Evan apologised for the interruption and looked down 
at Harper, who was pointing at the boy standing with 
Arlo. “Honey, I invited all your friends in your class.” 

“Tommy is not our friend!” said Harper emphatically. 
She had assumed her dad would only invite the kids he 
knew Harper and Arlo played with. Not everyone. 
Certainly not Tommy.  

Prisha’s mum raised a disapproving eyebrow. “Oh 
dear. That’s a bit mean, Harper.” 

Harper stared blankly. She was definitely not the mean 
one here. 

Evan flashed Prisha’s mum an I’ll handle this, thank 
you look. “What’s wrong with Tommy, darling?” 

What was right with Tommy. The boy was a horrible, 
nasty bully and, for the past few months, Arlo had been 
his target. Harper had been trying to make it stop, but 
Arlo wouldn’t let her tell anyone, including their dad. 
And Tommy wasn’t dumb. He’d do and say things when 
no one was looking. It even took Harper a while to figure 
out what was going on.  

“You have to make him leave,” said Harper.  
“Why?” said her father. 
She couldn’t tell him why. Arlo would hate her. “We 

just… we just don’t like him.” 
Now both of Prisha’s mum’s eyebrows were touching 

her hairline, her whole forehead wrinkling. 
“Honey, that is mean,” said Evan, frowning. “Tommy 

is our guest. Be nice, please.” He faced Prisha’s mum 
again. “Sorry about that. Yeah, so broad bean sales are 
way up this year. It could be because there was a new 
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study showing that their high levels of magnesium and 
potassium help prevent nyrolepsis.” 

He was gushing over his beloved beans. There was no 
point trying to get through to him now. 

Harper turned and walked over to Arlo and Tommy.  
“I think you’re the best ogre here,” Tommy was saying, 

his voice partly muffled by his Shrek mask. “Perfect 
costume for a freak.” 

“Please go away,” said Arlo in a tiny, embarrassed voice. 
“What? It’s a compliment.” 
“Shut up, Tommy,” said Harper. “You’re upsetting 

him.” 
Tommy lifted up his mask and looked at Arlo with 

mock concern. “Oh no, you’re not going to have another 
fit, are you? Flap around like a dolphin again?” 

Arlo had nyrolepsis, a serious congenital disorder that 
caused him to have seizures. Arlo having one in class a 
few months ago was what triggered Tommy to start 
persecuting him. 

Arlo’s eyes shining with tears made Harper’s hands 
tighten into fists. “Go home, Tommy,” she warned. 

Tommy picked up one of the cakes with fondant ogre 
ears. “Why would I go home? Your dad invited me. 
We’re going to have lots of fun tonight. Aren’t we, 
dolphin boy?” He looked at her brother with that brutish 
grin of his. 

Now Arlo’s green face was rigid with rage. Before 
Harper could do anything, her brother leapt at Tommy, 
palms out, and pushed the boy hard. Harper had never 
seen him snap like that. Tommy flew backwards into one 
of the food tables, which overturned, cakes, sweets and 
sausage rolls scattering the parquet floor.  

“Arlo!” shouted Evan, stomping over to the twins. 
“What did you do?” 

“Dad, it wasn’t his fault!” said Harper. 
“I saw it, Harper.” He glared at Arlo. “Arlo, you don’t 

push people. Say sorry to Tommy now.” 
Tommy looked at Arlo innocently, lips shaking with 

pretend fear.  
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Arlo didn’t say anything. He swept past their father and 
ran out of the hall. Harper bolted after him. 

Coming out of the main door into the car park, Harper 
glimpsed her brother running up the lane that led to their 
farm. His ogre ears had fallen off, or he’d pulled them 
off; they were on the tarmac next to one of the cars.  

“Arlo, wait!” She sprinted across the road and up the 
lane, following him. Arlo had always been faster than her.  

Arlo sprang past their house into Evan’s cattle field. 
She knew where he was going. At the bottom of the field 
was a tract of woods. It was where Arlo often went when 
he was upset. 

A couple of their father’s cows scrambled out of 
Harper’s way as she bounded over the grass. The daylight 
was fading, the sky streaked with purple and neon-pink 
clouds. As Harper crested the hill, she saw Arlo melt into 
the verdant trees skirting the field.  

Harper entered the woods in the same spot and glanced 
around. “Arlo?” 

Arlo was about ten metres away, slumped against an 
oak tree. “Go away!” he snapped, before turning and 
running deeper into the woods. 

She followed him, clambering over shrubs and twigs 
and huge, gnarled roots. The trees thinned out and Harper 
came into a clearing, Arlo in the middle of it, staring at 
something. 

What is that? 
In front of Arlo was a plume of red smoke, the colour 

of blood, like nothing Harper had ever seen. It was 
curling out of something on the ground, stretching 
towards the sky.  

“Arlo, get away from it,” said Harper. 
“But what is it?” he replied, stepping back. 
Trouble.  
Her feet rustled through long grass as she edged closer 

to her brother. The smoke was coming from something 
small and white.  

Braver than he was, Harper was usually the one who 
took the lead in these situations. She stepped slowly and 
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lightly past her brother, towards the expanding column of 
smoke. 

“Be careful,” Arlo whispered.  
Harper nodded silently. 
A crisp, light wind was pushing the smoke away from 

its source, letting her get close enough to see what it was.  
Cylindrical, white and plastic-looking, it was a 

medicine bottle. It had no lid and whorls of red smoke 
were snaking out of the rim, amassing into a lengthening 
cloud in the air. Harper stooped to read its label. The 
word Chronozine was at the top in big letters, beneath it a 
list of instructions. All she could make out without 
getting too close was All time travel must be authorised 
by the Time Travel Department.  

Harper swallowed hard. Time travel? 
Someone grabbed her arm.  
She flinched, heart bouncing into her throat. She spun 

round.  
Just Arlo. “Don’t do that!”  
“What is it?” he murmured, a mix of fear and curiosity 

on his green-painted face. 
“I don’t know. I –” 
Suddenly the smoke did something smoke can’t do. It 

moved against the wind and surrounded both children 
like an enormous red shawl. 

Harper and Arlo screamed. Harper closed her eyes so 
tight she almost bruised her eyeballs. 

She opened one a crack. She and Arlo stood engulfed 
in smoke so thick they could only see vague contours of 
trees beyond it. A pain shot up her arm from her hand and 
she looked down to see Arlo squeezing it. He gawped at 
the redness, trembling all over. 

And then the red smoke swept past them as quickly as 
it had enveloped them, billowing towards the trees like a 
wraith.  

Harper watched the woods absorb it, then a rush of 
dizziness made her weave to the left and double over, 
clutching her knees. She took a deep breath in and 
straightened slowly. Her throat was dry and sore.  



MILLION EYES: Over Time 

25 

She glanced at her brother. He was hunched forwards 
slightly and holding his head.  

“Are you okay?” she said. 
He nodded, lowering his hand and blinking several 

times. His gaze roamed around and settled on the ground, 
lips parting in confusion. “Where did it go?” 

Harper looked down. The medicine bottle was gone. 
But how? They hadn’t seen anyone. Could an animal 
have brushed by and nabbed it while they were 
enshrouded in the smoke cloud? Maybe.  

“Come on,” said Harper, grabbing her brother’s hand. 
“Let’s go back.” 

“I don’t want to go back to the party,” said Arlo. “It’s 
ruined now Tommy’s there.” 

“Then let me tell Dad what he’s been doing to you. As 
soon as we tell him, he won’t be mad anymore, and he’ll 
make Tommy leave. Or are you happy for Tommy to ruin 
my birthday as well?” 

Arlo sighed. “I don’t want to tell Dad.” 
“So you are happy for Tommy to ruin my birthday as 

well?”  
A look of anguish crossed her brother’s face. “He’ll 

just think I’m a crybaby.” 
Harper shook her head. “He won’t. I promise he won’t. 

It’s about time we told him. If Mum was still around, you 
would’ve told her.” 

“I suppose.” 
Harper smiled at him. “Come on. Everything will be 

okay.” 
Harper was about to lead Arlo back to the woods when 

she instantly lost her bearings, waves of disorientation 
crashing over her. She rotated her gaze, taking in the ring 
of trees that encircled the clearing.  

They looked different. The woods had changed 
somehow. 

And then she realised. Moments ago, the sun had been 
sinking into a sloping horizon, spots of pink and orange 
rippling across the darkening sky like bubbles from a lost 
ship. But the sky was no longer dim, and the deep 
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shadows of night were no longer gathering between the 
trees. Now the sky was bright, piercing blue again, the 
sun directly above them. The trees shone golden-green 
and Harper could feel white-hot rays searing through her 
Princess Fiona wig.  

“Arlo, the sun…” Harper murmured.  
“What about it?” 
“It was setting. It was getting dark.” 
Arlo looked up and squinted. “Well it’s not anymore.” 
Yes, but that’s not possible. 
Arlo tugged on Harper’s arm. “Come on!” 
“Which way is it?” She still couldn’t get her bearings. 
Arlo glanced around. “This way.” He started pulling 

her towards the trees. 
Well, I guess he knows these woods better than me. 
They threaded through denser trees than before and 

after a few moments of walking purposefully, Arlo 
stopped and frowned. None of these woods looked 
familiar to Harper. Did they to him? 

Frown softening, Arlo said, “I think it’s this way.” He 
didn’t sound certain. 

Harper followed him to a large, barren stretch of land 
spotted with trees, hills undulating in the distance. The 
shapes of buildings were visible through the trees, smoke 
wafting from roofs. Proper smoke this time. Not weird, 
red, living smoke. They walked in the direction of the 
buildings.  

A deep voice hollered something in a foreign language. 
Harper’s heart stopped. The two children wheeled round 
on their heels. 

There was a thin, gaunt-faced and strangely dressed 
man coming towards them. Maybe he’d been to a fancy-
dress party, too. He wore a thick, cream-coloured, 
woollen tunic that came down to his knees and was 
fastened with a leather belt. His legs were tightly encased 
in dark red stockings, his feet in pointed brown shoes. 

He said something else that wasn’t English and Harper 
shook her head and said politely, “I’m afraid we don’t 
understand you.” 
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Arlo stepped back slightly as the gaunt-faced man 
walked up to them. Now he was pointing a bony finger 
behind them, gibbering something incomprehensible.  

Harper and Arlo followed his finger, although they 
weren’t sure at first what he was gesturing at. Then 
Harper noticed the square of sticks and branches, loosely 
latticed and carpeted with leaves, black emptiness visible 
through the holes. A wolf pit. Harper and Arlo had 
learned about them in school. They were several-metre-
deep pits for catching wolves, camouflaged with branches 
and leaves in order to trick them into taking a tumble.  

But there were no wolves in St Martin’s. Or England 
for that matter.  

“Thank you for warning us, Mr,” said Harper. 
The gaunt-faced man continued to chatter in his 

language. 
“I’m sorry. We don’t understand you.” 
Then, without warning, he grabbed Harper and Arlo by 

their arms, pulling them roughly towards the buildings. 
“Hey! Stop!” Harper yelled. 
“Let us go!” screamed her brother. 
The gaunt-faced man, who was stronger than he 

looked, dragged them onto a broad dirt road lined with 
small, simple huts with whitewashed walls, hay-thatched 
roofs and windows that had no glass, just shutters. Smoke 
billowed from every house, not from chimneys but from 
holes in the thatch, forming a strong-smelling quilt that 
hung over everything.  

Smoke wasn’t all they could smell. Fresh bread, 
charred meats and beer mingled in the air with faeces and 
livestock. Pigs, goats and chickens huddled together in 
little farmyards attached to each building. 

Harper and Arlo stopped struggling and allowed 
themselves to be yanked up the road by the gaunt-faced 
man, staring in utter bewilderment at what looked like 
something out of their history books at school. A man 
wearing a dark brown tunic covered in flour was pulling a 
small wooden handcart packed with loaves down the 
road; a woman in a green kirtle and white veil sat 
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weaving thread on a loom in front of her house; and a 
man in a black apron over a sleeveless tunic stood in a 
courtyard where a brick furnace blazed, hammering at a 
piece of iron on an anvil. It all seemed so surreal. 

The clip-clop of horse hooves made Harper turn her 
head. Rattling up the road towards them was a four-
wheeled wagon carrying bales of hay and drawn by a 
single horse. The driver sat at the front on a wooden seat, 
tugging the reins. 

Where are all the cars? 
“Where are you taking us?” Harper shouted.  
Though her question fell on deaf ears, she got her 

answer when the gaunt-faced man dragged them towards 
a small stone church standing on the edge of a green. As 
they barrelled through the church door, cold air blasted 
them. The gloomy nave was lined with empty pine 
benches and overlooked by dozens of eerie stone statues 
and sculptures. A stained-glass window, depicting a choir 
of angels, cast pools of coloured light over the chancel, 
where a man in a black cassock was lighting candles. He 
turned around at the sound of the church door opening. 

The two men started talking, voices echoing off the 
sculpted stone walls, the gaunt-faced man keeping an iron 
grip on the children’s arms. Harper looked at her brother, 
who was pale and trembling, both cheeks wet with tears. 
She wanted to comfort him, but she couldn’t even 
comfort herself. 

The priest walked down the nave towards them. He 
gestured towards something behind them as he spoke. 
Harper turned her head and saw the large stone baptismal 
font near the entrance to the nave, its tub-shaped basin 
standing on four fluted pillars and ornately carved with 
various figures with spears engaged in some kind of 
battle.  

The gaunt-faced man pulled Harper and Arlo towards 
the font. Though they’d learned about the sacrament at 
school, neither of them had been baptised. Their dad 
didn’t go to church anymore and their mum had stopped 
believing in God when she was their age. Both had 
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wanted Harper and Arlo to find their own way. 
It looked like the choice was about to be made for 

them.   
Standing by the font, the gaunt-faced man finally let go 

of Harper’s arm, though he kept hold of Arlo’s. He yelled 
something at her, gesturing towards the basin. She 
figured he was telling her to lean over it. She saw no 
point in protesting. Pouring a bit of a water on their heads 
was hardly the worst thing these men could be doing to 
them right now. 

She bent over the rim of the font and the priest filled an 
earthenware bowl with water from the basin. She pulled 
in a sharp breath as it doused her Princess Fiona wig and 
trickled ice-cold down the back of her neck, the priest 
muttering something as it did. For a second she wondered 
if the water might cause the green paint on her neck to 
run; then she remembered that Reiko had used waterproof 
paint on both of them, which had come with a special 
solution for removal.  

The ritual over, Harper straightened. Then the gaunt-
faced man’s hand was on her arm again, wrenching her 
away from the font. He let go and she stood back, then he 
shouted something and gestured for Arlo to do the same 
as her. 

“No! Leave me alone!” her brother hollered. 
The gaunt-faced man spun Arlo around and gripped the 

back of his neck with his free hand, violently shoving his 
head over the basin. 

“Don’t hurt him!” Harper shrieked.  
The priest having just refilled his bowl poured water 

over the back of her brother’s head, uttering the same 
words as before. 

The moment the water had finished streaming past 
Arlo’s neck, his hands, previously grasping the rim of the 
font, fell by his sides and started juddering, like he was 
being electrocuted with a thousand volts. The gaunt-faced 
man yanked him upright; Harper saw his face. Eyes 
rolled back in his head and mouth agape, it would’ve 
been lobster-red were it not for the green face paint.  
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No, no, no.  
The juddering turned to thrashing and the gaunt-faced 

man lost his grip on Arlo’s neck, though retaining a hold 
on his flailing arm. 

Harper dived forwards but the gaunt-faced man thrust 
out his free hand to block her, shouting something 
unintelligible. 

“He’s fitting!” screamed Harper. “Let me help him!” 
The gaunt-faced man’s sinewy features were twisted in 

a mix of confusion and revulsion. He looked at the priest 
and they both said something, then the gaunt-faced man 
released Arlo’s arm and her brother flopped doll-like to 
the compacted earth floor, squirming and convulsing 
uncontrollably. 

Harper fell to her knees beside Arlo. The gaunt-faced 
man didn’t stop her. Dodging Arlo’s flailing arms and 
legs, she foraged through the pockets of his Shrek 
trousers for his injector. 

Oh my God. 
He didn’t have it on him.  
“Arlo! Arlo, can you hear me? Where’s your injector?” 
Her brother just kept seizing, only the whites of his 

eyes visible.  
Harper’s heart pummelled her ribcage. What do I do? 
The blood vessels in Arlo’s eyes started to dilate, the 

whites turning a sticky red. His arms thrashed wildly, like 
he was drowning, grasping desperately for the surface. 

Panic ripped through Harper. “Arlo! I don’t know what 
to do! Arlo!” 

Arlo couldn’t answer. His head jerking from side to 
side, shiny spots of blood started spattering the floor and 
Harper’s green dress.  

His eyes were bleeding, the convulsions making thin 
tracks of blood spider across his cheeks. 

Harper snapped her gaze to the priest. “Get help! Please!” 
But the priest just stood there, gawping in baffled 

horror.  
Blood started spilling from Arlo’s mouth and pooling 

beneath him. His frenzied flailing slowed to trembling. 
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His eyes were red marbles.  
The trembling stopped. Harper stared. Arlo’s fingers 

were twitching, like they were being tugged by invisible 
threads. 

“Arlo?” Her voice was small. 
She leaned forwards, placed her hand on her twin’s 

chest. “Arlo? You’re okay now. W-wake up.” 
Arlo didn’t move. Harper grabbed his shoulders and 

gently shook him. “Arlo, wake up!” 
You have to wake up. You’re my twin. I need you.  
Harper pressed her ear to Arlo’s chest. Nothing.  
No. It’s not real. You can’t be gone. It’s a trick. A dream. 
Harper kept shaking him, shouting at him to wake up. 

Her shaking got violent, her shouts got angry. Tears 
rained over Arlo’s brown mini-vest. Soon everything was 
blurry, dark. Cold. 

It made no difference. So Harper just buried her face in 
her brother’s chest and cuddled him and broke down in 
something that was part sob, part scream.  

The last thing Harper remembered from that day was 
the priest and the gaunt-faced man trying to prize her off 
Arlo’s body, and her sticking to him like they were back 
in the womb.  

 

Evan Chapman hadn’t slept in five days. How could he? 
He still had no idea what had happened to his children. 
The police hadn’t a clue. They’d recovered Arlo’s ogre 
ears from the car park of the church hall and found tracks 
belonging to two people leading across Evan’s cattle field 
into the woods at the bottom. But both sets of tracks went 
cold in a clearing. 

And Arlo didn’t have his injector. He’d left it at home 
to go to the party, something he’d done only once before. 
He was normally so good at remembering, because he 
knew what would happen if he had a seizure. If he didn’t 
get a shot within minutes, he’d be dead. 
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Arlo’s seizures were rare, but there was no telling when 
they would happen. If someone had taken him and he had 
one… 

Evan wanted to vomit every time he thought about it.  
“Dad, you have to stop blaming yourself,” said Reiko 

at breakfast. “You couldn’t have known this would 
happen.” Evan’s eldest had been trying to comfort him, 
but it wasn’t working.  

“I should’ve paid more attention,” said Evan, stirring 
soggy bran flakes round and round, no temptation to lift 
the spoon, no appetite. “A parent should always be able 
to tell if their child’s being bullied.” 

Reiko shook her head. “Only if you have telepathic 
superpowers. Harper and Arlo were experts at hiding 
stuff.” 

Evan had only found out about the bullying after Arlo 
stormed out of the church hall. Several of the kids had 
said they heard Tommy Ryder calling Arlo a ‘freak’ and 
‘dolphin boy’, then one admitted that Tommy had been 
picking on Arlo ever since his fit in class a few months 
ago. 

And Evan’s last – possibly last ever – interaction with 
his son was to tell him off for pushing the little bastard.  

“Your mother would’ve guessed,” said Evan, catching 
the tear escaping down his cheek with his finger. He 
sniffed and took a slurp of coffee. I wish she was here 
now. 

“Would she? I don’t think so. I didn’t have a clue 
either, you know.” Reiko placed her hand on her father’s 
forearm. “I’m going to help you in the bean field today, 
okay? Those beans won’t sow themselves.” 

Evan’s lips flickered with a trace of a smile. It was all 
he could muster. 

There was a knock at the front door. Evan’s stomach 
fluttered with hope – and fear – that it was a police 
officer with news. 

Evan answered the door to a woman in her thirties, 
with a black pixie cut, wearing a lightweight, mustard-
yellow mac. Evan’s gaze dipped to the boy standing 
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meekly by her side, and a flush of anger prickled up his 
neck. Tommy fucking Ryder. 

“Hi, Mr Chapman,” said the woman. “I’m sorry to 
bother you. I’m Grace Ryder, Tommy’s mum.” 

Evan frowned. “You’ve got some nerve coming here.” 
Grace swallowed nervously, shaking her head. “I know. 

I’m sorry. I’m ashamed of my son’s role in all this.” 
Evan looked at Tommy. He stood silent, with a pitiful 

look on his face. Evan’s gaze moved back to Grace. “I’m 
really not interested in an apology. Not from Tommy or 
you. The damage is done.” 

“That’s not why I’ve come. I have… I have some 
information for you. About Harper and Arlo.” 

“What information?” 
“I know what happened to them.” 
An uneasy blend of relief, dread and confusion coursed 

through him. “What do you mean? How do you know?” 
He looked down at Tommy. “Is he something to do with 
it?” 

Grace shook her head. “No. Tommy’s nothing to do 
with it.” 

“Then what?” 
“It would be better if I came in and explained.” 
Evan’s heart was racing. He had to know what the hell 

was going on. He stepped aside and motioned for her and 
Tommy to come in. Grace took Tommy’s hand and he 
stayed close to her side, as if for protection, as Evan led 
them to the kitchen. 

Reiko’s eyes flared when she saw Tommy. “What’s 
that little shithead doing here?” 

Tommy’s eyes started to well up. Grace didn’t bother 
defending her son. 

“Darling, please could you give me a minute to talk 
with Tommy’s mum,” Evan said. 

Reiko shook her head. “Too late for an apology, isn’t it?” 
“She knows something about what happened to Harper 

and Arlo. Just let me find out what’s going on. Okay?” 
Reiko nodded, “Fine,” and went upstairs, her look of 

disgust clinging to Tommy as she went. 
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Evan cleared the kitchen table of his cereal bowl and 
coffee cup and invited Grace and Tommy to sit down. He 
sat down with them, folding his hands together over the 
table. “I’m listening.” 

Grace took a deep breath, her whole face shadowed 
with sadness, and asked, “Do you know the story of the 
Green Children of Woolpit?” 

Evan frowned. He wasn’t expecting that. Woolpit was 
the next village on from St Martin’s, walking distance 
away. It was where Tommy Ryder and a number of other 
kids from Harper and Arlo’s school lived.  

Evan nodded, uncertainty clouding his head. “I’ve 
heard of it. I don’t remember any details. What does this 
have to do wit –?” 

“The story goes that two children, a brother and sister, 
were found wandering close to one of the wolf pits the 
village was named after, during the reign of King Stephen 
in the 12th century. They had green skin, wore strange-
looking clothes and spoke an unknown language. They 
refused all food until they were given broad beans, which 
they consumed eagerly. Over time, they lost their green 
pallor and were baptised. Unfortunately the boy…”  

Grace swallowed, took another breath. A sharp chill 
darted up Evan’s back. “The boy… was sick. He died 
shortly after they were baptised. The girl, however, 
became a servant for a lord called Richard de Calne. He 
gave her the name ‘Agnes’ and is said to have described 
her as ‘very wanton and impudent’. Later, she married a 
scholar called Richard Barre and had children. She 
learned to speak an early form of Middle English and was 
then able to explain that she and her brother had come 
from ‘St Martin’s Land’, where everything and everyone 
was green.”  

She paused to let the information sink in, although 
Evan wasn’t sure any of it was. Leaning forwards and 
resting her hands on the table, “Mr Chapman, those 
children were Harper and Arlo.”  

Evan could feel his face contorting. He glanced at 
Tommy, who sat saying nothing, looking down, fiddling 
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with the zip on his coat. “What? What are you talking 
about?” 

“The story of the Green Children is a garbled account 
of what happened to Harper and Arlo,” said Grace. 
“Some of the details have been lost or changed or become 
confused over the centuries, but the broad strokes are 
true.” 

“What kind of sick game is this…” 
“I’ve brought you something. A letter. It’ll prove 

everything I’m saying.” She reached inside her mac, 
pulled a folded cluster of papers that were brown and 
ragged at the edges from her inside pocket. She opened 
the pages out and laid them in front of Evan. “Everything 
will make sense after you read it.” 

Evan stared at the faded but still legible scrawl that 
looked uncannily similar to Harper’s. He took a breath 
and started reading. 
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Dear Dad 
I have asked my family to keep this letter safe and 
sealed until 29th March 2024, the day after Arlo 
and I disappeared. I have left instructions for them 
to open it and read it on that day, so that they may 
understand where they came from, before delivering it 
to you. I have asked that it be given to you in 
person as soon as possible after 29th March, as I 
didn’t want you wondering what had happened to us for 
any longer than was necessary. 
Dad, this is going to be a painful letter for you to 

read, but I hope it will also bring you some peace. On 
28th March, after Arlo fled our birthday party and I 
chased after him, the two of us travelled in time. I 
know it doesn’t make sense, but it’s what happened. We 
found this weird red smoke coming out of a medicine 
bottle in the woods. As we got closer, the smoke 
enveloped us. Moments later, we were in the year 1151. 
Not that we knew it at the time. A man dressed in 
really old-fashioned clothes saved us from tumbling 
into a wolf pit before dragging us into this tiny 
medieval village, which I now know was 12th-century 
Woolpit, where everyone was dressed like he was. 
Of course, Arlo and I still had all our green face 

paint on, so we would’ve looked like demons to them. 
That’s exactly why the man who found us took us 
straight to his church. Out of fear of who and what 
we were, he and the village priest forced us both to 
be baptised.  
At that moment, Arlo started fitting, then the worst 

few minutes of my life unfolded before my eyes. You 
probably already know that he didn’t have his injector 
when he ran from the party, which meant I had to 
helplessly watch him die in that church. I’m so sorry, 
Dad. There was literally nothing I could do for him. A 
part of me died that day, too. You told me once 
before that Arlo never felt anything when he fitted, 
so at least he didn’t die in pain. 

 
Threads of grief wound through Evan’s chest, tightening 
into painful knots around his heart. A tear trickled to the 
point of his nose and he rubbed it away to stop it 
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dropping onto the paper. 
 

A local lord, Richard de Calne, took me in. I didn’t 
sleep or eat a morsel for days. Couldn’t. Then I saw 
his cook with a basket of broad beans. They reminded 
me of you, Dad. My appetite suddenly returned and I 
asked for a big plate of them. They tasted just like 
yours.  
Without the face paint remover, it took ages for 

all the green to wash off, although it did in time 
and finally the people of Woolpit were less afraid of 
me. I went back to the woods where we were found 
several times, just to see if I could find a way back 
to the future. Eventually I came to terms with the 
fact that I was stuck here. 
A lot of years have passed since then. For a while 

I was a servant in Richard de Calne’s household. He 
and I had a… strained relationship, shall we say. He 
expected me to behave ‘like a lady’ and in this 
century that means doing and saying everything a man 
tells you to. I had a bit of trouble with that. 

 
A tiny smile pulled at Evan’s lips. He couldn’t just hear 
Harper in the words. He could hear his wife, too. 
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Anyway, de Calne taught me to speak the really 
early form of English that everyone speaks here. 
That’s why Arlo and I couldn’t understand anyone 
when we arrived, nor they us. Although some of the 
words are the same, the pronunciation is totally 
different.  
De Calne started calling me ‘Agnes’ before I could 

tell him my actual name. Harper would’ve been a 
totally weird name to these people anyway. So ‘Agnes’ 
I became.  
A few years after that, I met my husband, another 

Richard, and had kids. Marie, Thomas and Geoffrey. 
Your grandchildren. Oh, I wish you could meet them. I 
wish you could at least see photos of them. No 
cameras in the Middle Ages, sadly. I thought I would 
sketch some drawings of them for you instead. I’m not 
a great artist but Geoffrey told me they were good 
likenesses. He’s a sweetheart. 

 
Evan swallowed the lump in his throat as he gazed at the 
little pencil drawings of three children that took up the 
remainder of the page. He traced the curves of their heads 
with his finger, smiling. 

He turned to the final page of handwriting. 
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The reason I couldn’t let my family open or read 
this letter before 29th March is that if Arlo and I 
didn’t get pulled back in time on 28th, none of them 
would exist. My children wouldn’t have children, and 
neither would theirs. As painful as what happened to 
Arlo was, I couldn’t change it. I couldn’t risk the 
erasure of nine centuries of descendants. 
What I want you to know is that what happened to 

us is not your fault. If anything it was mine. I 
should’ve told you that Tommy was bullying Arlo. If I 
had, Tommy would never have been at that party. 
Please know that I am happy. I have a wonderful 

husband and three beautiful children and although I 
hadn’t planned to live out my days in the Middle 
Ages, a part of me quite likes the simplicity of it. 
I miss you every day. That I’ll never see you or 

Reiko again is a pain I carry with me.  
I love you. I always will. Tell Reiko I love her too. 

And that she can have mine and Arlo’s bedroom now. I 
know she’s always wanted it. 
All my love, across space and time, 
Harper 

 
Evan sniffed. Tears were dampening his shirt. Since more 
came every time he wiped them away, he’d stopped 
bothering. 

He sat back in his chair and looked at Grace. He tried to 
speak but the words caught. Eventually a shaky murmur 
made it to his lips. “Where did you get this?”  

Grace swallowed. “I’m… I’m one of Agnes’s… 
Harper’s descendants.” 

All of Evan’s muscles stretched taut. 
Grace took a breath. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. 

My family and I weren’t sure how best to handle this.”  
Doubt and turmoil flooded Evan’s mind. He stared 

blankly. 
Grace gave the briefest of smiles. “My family. I should 

say, your family. You’re my – my grandfather, with a 
hell of a lot of ‘greats’ in front of it.” 

Evan looked at Tommy. So that makes you my 
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grandson, with a hell of a lot of ‘greats’ in front of it. 
A twist of pain ratcheted through Evan’s skull as he 

tried to wrap his brain round what he was hearing. “But 
that means… Wait. That means, if Tommy hadn’t come 
to the party, then… then…” His sentence trailed off. 

“Neither me nor Tommy would exist,” Grace finished 
for him.  

But they did exist. They’d always existed. And it was 
because Harper and Arlo had gone back in time and 
brought them into existence. But that meant Harper and 
Arlo were destined to go back in time. They had to. 
Because they did. 

“I’m so sorry,” Grace whispered, looking at Tommy. 
“Me too,” Tommy said at last, his voice weak and 

small.  
“We owe our lives to Harper and Arlo,” Grace 

continued. “My family will never forget that. Tommy 
will never forget that. Will you, Tommy?” 

Quietly, shaking his head, “No.” 
The kid probably didn’t have a clue what was going on, 

what the implications of this really were. Basically, his 
being an arsehole to Arlo had some kind of warped 
inevitability to it. He had to be the bully he was, to 
complete the cycle. 

But the fact that it was fate didn’t make Evan hate 
Tommy or his mother any less.  

“I need you to leave my house,” Evan murmured, head 
pounding with a mix of bitterness and rage. 

Grace nodded. “Of course. If you have any questions, 
please don’t hes–” 

“Get out. Now.” 
Grace and Tommy got to their feet and Evan hurried 

them to the door. He just needed them gone. After closing 
the door, he stood with his back against it, staring at the 
photo of Harper and Arlo posing with their beloved Shrek 
at Universal Studios last year, both beaming away. Tears 
started burning the backs of his eyes. 

I’m never going to see my kids again. And there’s 
absolutely fuck-all I can do about it. 



MILLION EYES: Over Time 

41 

Floorboards creaked. Evan looked up to see Reiko 
creeping tentatively down the stairs. “Dad, what is it? 
What did she say?” 

He rubbed his eyes and swallowed. “Come here, 
darling. There’s something I need to tell you.” 
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Melanie Cox had just got engaged to the man of her 
dreams, Luke Piper. He’d whisked her away on a Disney 
cruise and proposed on a beach on Castaway Cay, 
Disney’s private island in the Bahamas. He’d even 
arranged for a live band to serenade her with I See The 
Light from Tangled and for Mickey Mouse himself to 
come and deliver the ring. 

That magical moment seemed so long ago now that 
Melanie was back mindlessly crunching numbers in an 
office that was sparse and clinical and couldn’t be less 
‘Disney’ if it tried. Still, Luke was planning something 
big for her birthday tomorrow and it was likely to be 
another dazzling and heart-meltingly romantic affair. Last 
year he’d surprised her with a Beauty and the Beast-
themed afternoon tea, complete with Mrs Potts and Chip 
crockery and Lumière-supplied candlelight, and front row 
seats at the Lyceum Theatre in the West End to see The 
Lion King. 

Melanie texted Luke.  

Just one. One clue. 

Luke replied a moment later.  

The information booth is closed. 

Not even one? 

You like surprises. 

It was true. She did like surprises. But she also liked 
knowing things. It was a genuine dilemma.  

Just a teeny tiny one. 

Alright. I’ll give you a teeny tiny 
clue... 

She waited. Her phone told her he was typing another 
text. 

It’s to celebrate your birthday. 
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She chuckled.  

I know that! 

He sent her a smiley with a kiss in it.  

That’s all you’re getting. 

Melanie noticed her colleague, Lara Driscoll, glaring at 
her from the other side of the C-Suite, probably for being 
on her phone. Even though both of them were executive 
assistants promoted to the C-Suite at the same time, Lara 
fancied herself Melanie’s boss and acted like it, 
forgetting that her detective chief inspector days were 
behind her. 

Melanie ignored it, replying to Luke.  

Lara’s giving me daggers again. I’m 
sooo gonna tell her where to go 

soon. 

Yes, do! She needs bringing down a 
few pegs. Remind me what time 
you’re working till tonight? 

10. Wish I wasn’t. Wish I was at 
home, snuggled up with you. 

Soon, baby. I love you. 

I love you too. So much.  

So much. How could she have got this lucky? 
“Do you have enough work to do, Melanie?” said Lara 

Driscoll, sitting down at the computer next to her, her 
patronising tone like a fork scraping a ceramic plate.  

Melanie winced. “Plenty, thank you, Lara.” She threw 
her a sarcastic smile stretched taut over gritted teeth.  

“Why are you on your phone then?”  
“Because – oh wait, I just remembered, it’s none of 

your business.”  
“Actually, I –” 
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That did it. Enough was enough. Swivelling her chair 
towards Lara, she muttered sharply under her breath, 
“Actually you nothing. I’m going to say this once and 
once only, Lara. You’re not my boss. So quit acting like 
you are or so help me” – she picked up her mug, dregs of 
her cappuccino sloshing about inside – “I’m going to 
break this mug over your head.” 

Lara’s eyes snapped wide, but she fell silent, shook her 
head disapprovingly and returned to what she was doing. 
Melanie’s knees jittered. She hadn’t meant to lose her 
cool like that, but the woman had been twanging on her 
last nerve for weeks now. At least her slightly ungraceful 
outburst seemed to shut her up. 

A moment later, the door to the CEO’s office opened. 
With her usual effortless elegance, Miss Morgan emerged 
on three-inch stilettos that looked like they could 
puncture steel, a tumble of coal-black hair spilling over 
her ruffled collar blouse and charcoal jacket.  

“Listen up, people,” she announced.  
The C-Suite quietened immediately. 
“Time Travel is about to embark on an urgent 

assignment in Ancient Rome. In ten minutes the building 
will be locked down and the Shield will be raised. It 
shouldn’t be for any longer than two hours, but I’m afraid 
those of you who are due to finish their shift at ten are 
going to have to wait.” 

Damn it. Melanie contemplated asking Miss Morgan if 
she could finish early, then thought better of it. 

As Miss Morgan returned to her office, Melanie texted 
Luke.  

Looks like I’m going to be working 
later than planned. Sorry baby. 

Don’t wait up. 

A couple of minutes later her phone buzzed.  

Don’t work too hard. Wake me up for 
a cuddle when you get home. Love 
you. 
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Not long after, the main lights dimmed and a big, red, 
pyramid-shaped lamp at the centre of the ceiling came on, 
flushing everything and everyone crimson: the lockdown 
light. There was one on every floor, there to tell staff that 
the Shield was up, the building was sealed, and that if 
anyone were to leave, they risked getting absorbed into 
an alternate timeline. The Shield protected them all from 
potential changes caused by in-progress time travel 
assignments. Once assignments were complete, the Time 
Travel Department would establish whether it was safe 
for the Shield to be lowered, which meant confirming that 
any permanent changes to the timeline were minor and 
had little to no effect on the company or its goals. 

Just over two hours later, at 10.43pm, Melanie’s eyes 
stuck to the clock and counting every second, Miss 
Morgan stepped out of her office to announce, “Mission 
accomplished. In a few minutes the Shield will be 
deactivated and the lockdown will be lifted. Those of you 
who were meant to finish at ten will be free to go.” 

Melanie gave a small, subtle sigh of relief that 
would’ve been a lot more obvious had Miss Morgan not 
been standing there. As soon as the CEO was gone, she 
texted Luke.  

Leaving shortly baby. 

Her phone vibrated.  

I’m still awake. Reading in bed, 
keeping it warm for you. 

Melanie smiled. Then the lockdown light went out and 
the main lights flooded on. 

 

Melanie didn’t notice tender bruises and copious cigarette 
burn scars appear on her upper arms and legs. None of 
her colleagues saw her eyes become shadowed with 
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sleepless bags. Nor did they see her skin pale or her hair 
lose body and colour. 

She checked her phone, but wasn’t waiting for a 
message from Luke anymore. Luke Piper wasn’t her 
fiancé. Ian Venables was. A permanent change to the 
timeline had occurred, just not one that substantially 
affected the company. In other words, it didn’t matter. A 
staff member ending up with a different fiancé was 
inconsequential in the grand scheme of things. 
Melanie read Ian’s text.  

Tell me the truth. Where have you 
been? 

Her heart rate climbed as she typed her reply.  

I told you. I had to work later 
than planned. 

I know that’s what you told me. I 
called your office to make sure. 
Couldn’t get through. 

She couldn’t tell him why. Not the real reason, anyway. 
No one but select staff, with clearance, knew that the 
company had invented and was using time travel.  

Like I said, we had a problem with 
the phones. 

Bullshit. You were with that 
dickhead again. Don’t even try to 
deny it. I saw the way you looked 
at him at your works do last week.  

A knot of dread and panic balled in Melanie’s gut.  

He’s a colleague. Nothing more. 

You fucked him, didn’t you. You’re 
a lying whore. 



MILLION EYES: Over Time 

49 

I’m not doing this again. Let’s 
talk when I’m home. 

You can talk. To my fist. BITCH. 

He’d been drinking again. Please not tonight. She hoped 
the fact that her birthday was tomorrow might earn her a 
reprieve. 

She tossed her phone in her handbag and headed for the 
kitchen, passing Lara Driscoll on the way. “Miss Cox, did 
you finish that inferential analysis?” 

“Yes, Miss Driscoll,” Melanie replied. “It’s in your 
inbox.” 

“I hope there are no errors in it this time.” 
Melanie swallowed hard. Miss Driscoll was scary when 

she was mad, which was why Melanie had double-
checked, then triple-checked, before submitting it. “No, 
ma’am.” 

“Good. Enjoy your weekend.” 
She wouldn’t, but hey-ho. Relationships weren’t 

always plain sailing and Ian was a far sight nicer to her 
than her previous boyfriends. “Thank you, Miss Driscoll. 
You too.” 

Melanie walked into the kitchen, poured the dregs of a 
camomile tea down the sink and placed her mug in the 
dishwasher, grabbed her coat and left the building to 
embark on the ten-minute walk home to a fiancé who, for 
all his flaws, she loved with all her heart. 
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“Help… want to leave. Please someone come… won’t let 
me leave… trapped here. Help, someone…” 

It was all they had to go on. A faint transmission, crackly 
and broken and laden with static. The voice of a little girl 
or boy, picked up on a decades-old radio frequency. 

Having traced the signal to a peaceful stretch of 
English countryside, Detective Inspector Ed Logan and 
Detective Sergeant Azra Panjabi were on their way to 
find out if there was anything or anyone there. 

Their driverless MEcar took them down a private road 
where they were greeted with private property, restricted 
area – stay out and no trespassing signs. A mile or so 
down the road, a thick expanse of woodland on either 
side, the car came to a stop.  

“Your destination is on the right,” said Nav, the car’s 
computer. “You will need to walk the rest of the way.” 

Logan examined the GPS and pointed to the woodland 
on their right side. “The exact coordinates are about a 
half-mile through those trees.” 

Panjabi frowned. “Excellent. Trudging through muddy 
woods. My favourite.” 

Logan grinned as they got out of the car. “You really 
hate the countryside, don’t you?” 

“I don’t really understand why you don’t. It’s so 
boring.” 

“Nah, I love it. Always have. Feeling the grass beneath 
my feet. Clambering over rocks. Breathing in the flowers. 
Climbing trees. Listening to the insects, the birds.” 

“A bird shat on my head once. Feathery bastard.” 
They headed into the woods, following the coordinates 

on Logan’s phone. The cloudburst fifteen minutes ago 
had made it especially muddy and slippery and a light 
wind was pushing droplets of rain off the trees. “Don’t 
you love being near water? Listening to it trickle?” 

“If I want to hear water trickle, I’ll turn on a tap.” A 
second later, “Dammit.”  

Logan looked back to see one of Panjabi’s black loafers 
half-submerged. “I did tell you you might want to wear 
trainers.” 
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“I don’t own any.” She pulled her shoe out of the mud 
and it made a loud slurping noise. Panjabi screwed up her 
features in disgust. 

“You’re in a particularly swell mood today.” 
“Sorry. It’s just…” Her words trailed into a deep sigh. 
“The divorce?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Emma’s still contesting it?” 
“Yep. Even though she was the one who fucked 

everything up.”  
“Tell you what. Let’s go out tonight, get absolutely 

blind drunk and you can bitch about her till the small 
hours.” 

“Sounds idyllic.” Then, “Aaahh.” 
Logan spun round, expecting to see Panjabi stuck in the 

mud again. But she was standing on a drier patch, 
doubled over and leaning against an oak with one arm. 

“Azra?” Logan walked back towards her. “Are you 
okay?” 

Panjabi straightened, taking her hand off the tree and 
pulling in a series of deep breaths. “I just felt… dizzy all 
of a sudden. I think…” She took another breath. “I think 
it’s passing.” 

“Strange. You ever had that before?” 
Panjabi shook her head slowly. “No.” 
“Mmm. Are you okay to carry on?” 
Panjabi shook her head again, more decisively. “I think 

we should go back.” 
“What?” 
“It’s not safe. We shouldn’t be here. We should go 

back.” 
“Azra, I don’t understand –” 
“We shouldn’t be here.” Panjabi stared off into space. 

“We can’t be here. We mustn’t. We have to turn around. 
It’s not safe.” 

In all their years together, Logan had never seen such 
intense fear in Panjabi’s eyes. She was probably the 
bravest person he knew. Now, suddenly, she was terrified 
– and for no reason at all. 
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Something’s not right here.  
Logan started examining their surroundings more 

closely. That’s when he noticed it. A short, green, 
cylindrical post sticking out of the ground a few metres 
away, partly camouflaged by a bush. Logan walked 
forwards and bent down to touch it. Its powerful 
vibrations made him recoil.  

Looking up, he saw another about fifty feet away. And 
another beyond that. A whole perimeter of them. 

“Azra, you’re being manipulated,” said Logan. “Look.” 
He pointed at the green posts. “They’re misdirection 
circuits. They’re generating a psychic field designed to 
fill you with fear, make you want to turn back.” 

Panjabi frowned, shaking her head. 
“As soon as you recognise the field, it’ll stop working.” 
“I… you’re… right.” She stared at the green posts, 

dazed. “I don’t… I don’t want to turn back anymore. 
That’s so weird.” 

“Come on. Let’s press on.” This is no wild goose we’re 
chasing. 

After another hundred metres of squelching through 
mud, the trees started thinning out. Then a large 
tarmacked clearing with three short rows of terraced 
houses was before them.  

Panjabi looked at Logan. “What the –? But all of our 
maps and satellite images show that there’s nothing here. 
This should be empty forest.” 

“Whoever lives here has gone to a great deal of effort 
to stay hidden.” 

The two detectives stepped onto the road encircling and 
running between the rows of houses, a road that didn’t, it 
looked like, go anywhere else. But then, Logan couldn’t 
see any cars anyway.  

They walked a little up the road. There were twelve 
houses, four in each terrace, all two-floored, flat-roofed, 
redbrick boxes with zero architectural character. 
Particularly ominous was the fact that none of them had 
windows, only plain white front doors, with no numbers 
or letterboxes. 
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Did anyone actually live here? 
“Good day.” 
Logan and Panjabi glanced at each other and turned. A 

woman in her fifties in a lime-green dress, with dark 
blonde, shoulder-length hair, was standing in the road, 
smiling.  

“Er – good day,” Logan replied. “Who are –?” 
“It would appear that you have accidentally found your 

way into our village. I must ask you to leave now and go 
back the way you came.” Her voice was cheerful and 
high. 

“Ma’am, we’re from the Metropolitan Police and we’re 
investigating a possible child abduction,” said Logan, 
showing his badge. 

“The people in this village have chosen to live their 
lives in seclusion, isolated from the rest of the world, and 
we ask that you respect that.” The woman’s wide grin 
didn’t let up. It was like it was plastered to her face. 

“As I said, we’re investigating a possible child 
abduction and will need to ask you a few –” 

“We also ask that you tell no one about this village, in 
order to allow the people living here to continue to do so 
in peace, without unwanted attention.” 

She wasn’t listening. Logan now knew why. 
“She’s a hologram,” Logan whispered to Panjabi. “This 

is an automated message.” 
“Fascinating,” Panjabi whispered back. “That never 

even occurred t–” 
“Thank you for listening,” said the hologram. “Please 

make your departure now.” 
They waited. Logan looked at Panjabi. They both said 

nothing. 
The actions of visitors obviously triggered particular 

pre-programmed responses. A few moments later, the 
hologram said, grinning like a Stepford wife, “I notice 
that you are still here. Please leave our village now.” 

Logan and Panjabi didn’t move. 
“Please note that if you do not leave immediately, our 

security detail will be notified.” 
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“Now what?” Panjabi murmured. 
Logan said nothing, staring into the blank eyes of their 

holographic greeter, still beaming eerily from ear to ear. 
Even if this had been a more sophisticated program 
capable of interaction, he would’ve guessed soon enough 
that she was a hologram. Holographers never quite got 
the eyes right. 

“Our security detail has been notified.” 
The hologram dematerialised.  
“This could be interesting,” Logan said. 
Suddenly, “You found us, then.” Another voice, small, 

directly behind them. 
Logan and Panjabi turned round. The voice belonged to 

a much older lady with hollowed eyes, skin like wrinkled 
tissue paper and not a strand of hair on her shiny, bald 
scalp. Barefoot and wearing a plain, white uniform with 
no visible seams or buttons, she stood in the doorway of 
one of the windowless houses, the door open behind her. 
“I suppose it was only a matter of time.” She snorted a 
laugh at her own comment. “The irony.” 

“You’re the security detail?” said Panjabi. 
“Yep, that’s me. Never needed any proper security 

people before. No one’s ever been able to get past our 
perimeter.” 

Logan stepped forwards, waving his badge and 
introducing them both for the second time. 

The woman nodded. “I take it you’ve come to kill us?” 
Panjabi shot a surprised glance at Logan. “Kill you? 

Why would we have come to kill you?” 
“Look. We both know why you’re here. Let’s not piss 

about.” 
Logan threw up his hands. “I’m not sure who you think 

we are, but I assure you we’re not here to do you any 
harm. We picked up a radio transmission from a child 
alleging they were being held against their will and traced 
it here. We just need to ask you some questions.” 

The woman’s features crinkled with confusion. “A 
child? Being held against their will? Here?” 

“Why don’t you start by telling us your name.” 
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“Not a chance in hell. Do you think I’m stupid? I know 
you’re Million Eyes.” 

Logan and Panjabi glanced at each other. “Million 
Eyes?” said Panjabi. “The computer company?” 

The woman laughed. “Computers? Yeah. And the rest 
of it.” 

Logan shook his head. “I can assure you we’re nothing 
to do with any computer company. We’re from the 
police, like I said.” 

“Yeah. They have people inside the police.” 
“Look, ma’am. I don’t know anything about that. 

We’re just trying to find out who and where this child is. 
How about we go inside and talk. Then we can get to the 
bottom of this.” 

The woman’s eyes flared. “Go inside? You mean, my 
house?”  

“Is there a problem with that?” said Panjabi. 
“Yes!” 
Logan sighed. “Ma’am, I don’t know what’s going on 

here. But we can either come in and talk, or we can arrest 
you right now for obstruction.” 

The woman screwed up her face. “Fine. I guess I don’t 
have a choice.”   

She reluctantly beckoned them inside. Logan asked 
again for her name. She replied, “Just call me ‘Ruth’. It’s 
not my name but it’s better than ‘ma’am’.”  

There was no mat outside the front door, nor was there 
inside. Logan looked down at his and his partner’s feet, 
caked in drying mud. Even if there was a mat, it wouldn’t 
have been enough. He motioned for him and Panjabi to 
remove their shoes.  

They entered a large open-plan kitchen/diner and living 
room that appeared to span most of the downstairs. Logan 
felt a chill dart down his spine. It was definitely the right 
call to remove their shoes – the tiniest dot of mud would 
be conspicuous in here, since nearly everything was stark, 
plain, pristine white. White vinyl floor and stairs. White-
painted walls and ceiling. White-lacquered cupboards, 
worksurfaces, tables. White leather sofa. And not just 
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white but matt white, with a finish that devoured the light 
rather than reflecting it. Light that was artificial and cold, 
coming from a big panel lamp in the ceiling. Gazing 
around, Logan saw no holovision, computers or phones. 
No books, paintings, photos, ornaments. No character, no 
life.  

There was, however, an abundance of analogue clocks. 
With black faces and white numbers and hands, they 
were the only non-white objects in the room. Logan 
counted twenty on the walls, all identical, and another 
fifteen mantel clocks on the worksurfaces, dining table 
and the side table next to the sofa. They were all working, 
all telling the correct time, but none of them were ticking 
like analogue clocks should.  

Logan shivered. There was heat coming from 
somewhere but the sterility of the place made his blood 
run cold. 

Ruth noticed them gawping. “Will this take long?” 
“Are you in a hurry?” said Logan. 
“Yes.” 
“Why?” 
“You wouldn’t understand.” 
Ruth synthesised some biscuits and hot drinks, 

continually looking at the clocks, as though she had 
somewhere to be. 

They all sat down at her dining table. Logan went to 
ask a question, Panjabi beating him to it. “I don’t mean to 
be rude, erm, Ruth, but do you... do you actually live 
here?” 

“Yes.” Ruth sipped her tea and Logan caught a waft of 
peppermint.  

“Why are there no windows?” 
“So we are not distracted by the outside.” Every few 

seconds she was checking the six mantel clocks on the 
table. “Or tempted to leave.” 

“You never leave?” 
“No. We never need to. I synthesise all our food. I have 

exercise equipment upstairs that keeps us fit.” 
“Who’s we?” said Logan. 
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“My grandson and I. His parents were killed. I’m his 
carer now.” 

“Is he here?” 
“Yes. He’s upstairs. Why?” 
“It may have been him who sent the transmission.” 
Ruth’s eyes widened. “Are you accusing me of 

something, Detective?” 
“Not yet,” Panjabi interceded.   
Ruth gave her a frosty glare.  
“Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?” said Logan. 

“Why are you and the others living here going to such 
great lengths to stay hidden?” 

She hesitated and gave a frustrated sigh. Leaning 
forwards, she clasped both hands around her mug. She 
shot another glance at the mantel clock nearest to her, and 
looked at Logan. 

“Because we’re at war,” said Ruth. “And this is the 
only way we know how to fight.” 

Panjabi’s eyebrow rose into a suspicious arch. “At war? 
With who?” 

Ruth looked at her. “The Chronoticks.” 
Now Panjabi’s eyebrows beetled into a visual huh? 

“The what?”  
Ruth sat back. “Detectives, have you ever thought 

about why people say that ‘time flies when you’re having 
fun’, but ‘a watched pot never boils’?”  

Where is she going with this? Logan said, “I… You’re 
talking about – about how time seems to move more 
slowly when we’re – when we’re bored or waiting or 
whatever. And it seems to move more quickly when 
we’re busy.” 

“Not seems, Detective. Does.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“The people who live here have been aware for some 

years now that time is being stolen from us, from all of 
us, by the Chronoticks. And it happens when we’re not 
paying attention. Just like any possession that gets stolen 
when we’re not looking. That’s why time seems to move 
more quickly when we’re having fun – because we’re 
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ignoring it, and it’s being taken from us by the 
Chronoticks. However, when we concentrate on time, on 
its passage, the Chronoticks can’t feed, and time passes at 
its normal rate. Hence, a watched pot taking what feels 
like ages to boil.” 

So that was why she couldn’t stop looking at all the 
clocks. She had to stay focused on the time. 

Panjabi leaned forwards and voiced Logan’s thoughts, 
“So you’re saying you live like this, surrounded by all 
these clocks, to… what? Slow down time?” 

“Save time would be more accurate.” 
Panjabi’s mouth curled slightly in a smirk. Logan could 

tell she was enjoying this. “And just what are these… 
these ‘Chronoticks’?” 

“That’s just the name we’ve given them. They’re 
microscopic parasites. They feed on time. And they come 
from the Chronosphere. Too much time-travelling has 
unleashed them.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Panjabi, “did you say ‘time-
travelling’?” 

Ruth huffed. “Oh, don’t pretend you don’t know what 
I’m talking about.” 

“Why? Because we’re Million Eyes?” 
“Yes.” 
Panjabi squinted with disbelief. “So you think – you 

think Million Eyes are time travellers?” 
Ruth looked confused. “You really don’t know, do 

you.” 
Logan shook his head. “No. We really don’t. We’re not 

Million Eyes. We don’t know anything about any ‘time-
travelling’ either.”  

Ruth took a gulp of her tea, her crinkled throat 
undulating in a swallow. She took a deep breath and 
looked a tad more at ease. “The Chronosphere is where 
they live, or… where they used to live. It’s a place where 
every moment of the past, present and future intersect. 
When a person travels backwards or forwards in time, 
they pass through the Chronosphere. The Chronoticks 
have found a way to infect the bodies of time travellers 
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going through the Chronosphere and spread to our 
universe, bleeding across time. Everyone – in every time 
– is infected now. When someone loses track or runs out 
of time, it’s because of the Chronoticks. Because they’re 
eating our time and speeding up our lives.” 

Panjabi belted out a deep belly laugh that made her 
shoulders shake. Looking at Logan, “Seriously, sir, as 
much as I’m enjoying this, how much more of this 
baloney are we going to listen to?” 

“It’s your loss if you don’t believe me,” said Ruth 
bitterly. 

Logan shot his sergeant a glare. Her rudeness was set to 
cost them the information they needed. “Please forgive 
DS Panjabi’s ‘scepticism’. We don’t hear stories like this 
every day.” 

“Sir?” said Panjabi. “Are we really going to –?” 
“Hear Ruth out? Yes. Yes, we are, sergeant.” 
Panjabi sat back and folded her arms, eyes wide with 

disbelief. 
Logan leaned forwards. “Ruth, tell me, how do you 

know all this? Are you a time traveller?” He could see 
Panjabi shaking her head in the corner of his eye. 

“I was,” said Ruth. “Everyone in this village used to 
work for Million Eyes in their time travel department.” 

Logan nodded, humouring her. “Time travel 
department. I see. And what happened exactly?” 

“Million Eyes doesn’t let employees who know all their 
secrets just leave. When a bunch of us decided we didn’t 
agree with what they were doing anymore, we were 
forced to run. Run and hide. We came here, built this 
village, erected a perimeter around it using Million Eyes’ 
own technology. We weren’t sure how long it would 
work for. I guess our time is up. As soon as you file your 
reports, Million Eyes are going to know we’re here.” She 
stared dolefully at her peppermint tea. 

Logan swallowed. “And do you have any evidence for 
the existence of these Chronoticks? Have you seen them?” 

Panjabi leaned forwards. “Sir, shouldn’t we be focusing 
on the –” 
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Logan raised his hand and Panjabi fell silent.  
Ruth paused thoughtfully, then said, “No. No, I haven’t 

seen them. They’re invisible.” 
“Convenient,” blurted Panjabi. 
Logan snapped his gaze to his subordinate. “Sergeant!” 

Wind your fucking neck in. 
“But they’re the reason we itch,” Ruth added. 
Logan faced her. “I’m sorry?” 
“When humans feel an itch, that’s the Chronoticks 

crawling about inside them. That’s how we know they’re 
there.” 

Logan couldn’t help but feel an itch in his leg in that 
moment. He resisted the urge to scratch. 

“Okay,” said Logan. “And you believe that living in a 
sustained state of boredom, never going out, constantly 
watching the clock, is the only way you know how to 
fight these Chronoticks.” 

“Yes. We’re hoping that if they go hungry, they’ll 
leave us alone.” 

Logan nodded. “Alright. Let’s talk about what led us here. 
Three days ago we detected a faint radio transmission on a 
long-disused frequency. I’d like to play you a recording of 
the transmission, see if you can shed any light.” 

Ruth’s eyebrows flickered. Was she nervous? “Go 
ahead.” 

Logan fished his phone from his pocket and played the 
recording. “Help… want to leave. Please, someone 
come… won’t let me leave…” 

Logan watched Ruth’s face drop. Then Panjabi was 
tapping his shoulder, murmuring into his ear, “Er – sir.” 

He glared at her. “Yes?”  
“We’re being watched.” 
Panjabi pointed towards the stairs. Logan followed her 

finger to the landing at the top. Behind a glass balustrade 
sat a bald-headed little boy, wearing a similar white 
uniform to Ruth and watching downstairs’ proceedings 
with his knees tucked up under his chin. He must’ve been 
eight or nine years old. Logan guessed it was the 
grandson Ruth mentioned earlier. 
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The recording ended and Logan called up the stairs, 
“Hello there,” wondering for a moment if the boy’s 
baldness was inherited, or if everyone in the village 
shaved their heads for some reason. Perhaps hair was an 
unnecessary distraction from the passage of time…  

Ruth stood up with a dazed look. She directed her 
vague stare at the child. “Jacob, I don’t understand.” 

Logan rose to stand next to her. “Am I to presume 
that’s Jacob’s voice?”  

Ruth nodded sadly. 
Logan looked up at the boy, smiling. “Jacob, please 

come down. We’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
Jacob continued hugging his knees. 
Logan stepped forwards. “It’s alright. You’re not in any 

trouble. We just want to talk to you.” 
The little boy got to his feet and came tentatively down 

the stairs. He was barefoot too, like his grandmother. 
“Now Jacob,” said Logan, “I take it you heard the 

recording I just played to your grandmother?” 
“Yeah,” the child murmured quietly. 
“And was that you speaking in the recording?” 
Jacob nodded, looking down at his feet and wiggling 

his toes nervously, arms behind his back. “Yeah. It was 
me.” He gazed up at Ruth, tears starting to well in his 
eyes. “Sorry, Granny.” 

“B-but – but how? How were you even able…?” 
Ruth’s voice trailed off.  

“I found some old communications equipment in your 
wardrobe. While you were asleep. I played about with it. 
Did some things I remembered Mum doing. I didn’t think 
it would work.” 

Logan was stunned. “You rigged up a transceiver out of 
old communications equipment – all by yourself?”  

“Yeah.” 
“How?” 
Ruth answered for him. “His mother – my daughter – 

was a communications officer for the Army.” 
Logan nodded. “Okay. You said you were trapped here, 

that someone wouldn’t let you leave. I presume you were 
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talking about your grandmother.” 
Ruth shook her head in disbelief. 
“Yeah,” said Jacob, still staring at his feet. 
“Why, Jacob?” said Ruth. “Why would you say such 

things?” 
He looked up at her with tear-streaked cheeks. 

“Because I hate it, Granny. I don’t want to live like this 
anymore. I’m so bored. I want to go out. I want to talk to 
people. I want to watch holovision.” 

Ruth bent down, placing her hands on Jacob’s arms. 
“Sweetheart, if you do that, the Chronoticks will steal 
your time! Do you want them to shorten your life like 
they do to everyone else?” 

“YES!” Jacob shrieked suddenly and angrily. 
Ruth straightened, clutching her chest like he’d just 

shot a bolt through her heart. After a moment, she faced 
Logan, trembling. “What are you going to do?” Her voice 
was tiny, weak, defeated. 

Jacob looked at Logan hopefully. 
Logan had what he needed, so he pulled out his 

disruptor and shot a bolt of fluorescent green light square 
into the boy’s chest. Jacob hurtled backwards, slamming 
into the wall with a thunderous crack. Now the room had 
some colour. As Jacob flopped to the floor with his head 
open, a large, sticky, red splodge of blood and brain 
matter clung to the middle of the wall. 

Ruth’s shrieks nearly burst Logan’s eardrums. Panjabi 
ran at him, thrashing and clawing at him, trying to reach 
the disruptor. Logan swung his elbow hard into her chin. 
She sprang back.  

Ruth clutched both sides of her head, staring at Jacob’s 
body and screaming hysterically. Logan refixed his aim 
on her and fired again, flinging her across the room, her 
spine snapping loudly against a worksurface.  

Panjabi got to her feet but held back. Logan pointed his 
weapon at her. 

“What the fuck?” Her voice was shrill and strained. Her 
eyes, wide and ablaze, flitted back and forth between 
Ruth’s and the kid’s broken bodies. “What have you 
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done?” Her hands and shoulders shook, probably with 
shock. 

Logan sighed. “Didn’t you wonder how I knew they 
were misdirection circuits?”  

“What?”  
“Those green posts in the woods. Didn’t you wonder 

how I knew what they were? And weren’t you curious as 
to why they worked on you, but not me?”  

Panjabi shook her head. “I – I don’t – I didn’t –” 
Logan snorted. “You never were that smart, sergeant. 

You see, misdirection technology’s much more advanced 
now. It means we’re able to see past the older systems.” 
He glanced at Ruth and Jacob. “Didn’t bank on that, did 
they.” 

“Who’s… who’s we?” 
Logan cocked his head, smiling. He pressed the trigger 

and a hissing green bolt sent Panjabi tumbling over the 
sofa and thudding to the floor. 

Taking a deep breath in, Logan tugged his phone from 
his pocket and placed a call to his boss – his real boss. 
“I’ve found the defectors.” 

“Brilliant! I thought we’d never find those traitorous 
rats. Where?” 

“They’ve been hiding out in the middle of the 
countryside using an old misdirection system.” 

She exhaled. “Did you question them?” 
“Yes. They believe we’re all being preyed on by 

microscopic parasites that feed on time, which spread to 
our bodies from the Chronosphere.” 

“So they’ve lost their minds then.” 
“It appears so.” 
Logan heard her take a deep drag on a cigarette. 

“What’s the situation now?” 
“I’ve killed the two I spoke with, to stop them warning 

the others. Suggest we nuke the rest of the village as 
quickly as possible. Had to kill my partner too, to 
maintain my cover.” 

“I presume you’ll come up with something convincing 
to explain that.” 
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“Already have something in mind.” 
“Excellent. Good work, Mr Logan.” 
“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll transmit the coordinates of the 

village now.” 
“I’ll send in the drones.” 
Logan hung up and quietly left the house, stuffing his 

feet back into his shoes, striding across the road and 
squelching through muddy woods to his car.  

Starting back to headquarters, he felt an annoying itch 
in his ankle and stooped into the footwell to scratch it. He 
swallowed hard as he did, cheeks tingling, a fist of unease 
balling tightly in his stomach. 

Straightening, he glanced at the clock on the dash. He 
glanced at it again a few seconds later, and a few seconds 
after that.   
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British paranormal investigator Ramona Broom was 
feeding her goldfish, Tallulah, and thinking about today’s 
ghost hunt when Katty the newsreader made her zone 
back in to the TV: “Our top story tonight – Nelson 
Mandela, the anti-apartheid leader who became South 
Africa’s first black president, has died aged a hundred.” 

What? 
Ramona faced the TV in the lounge-diner of her cosy 

North London bungalow where she lived alone. She sat 
down on her sofa, frowning as she listened to the tributes 
being paid by various world leaders and celebrities.  

It wasn’t that she was upset that Mandela was dead. It 
wasn’t shock, or grief, her head was swimming with. It 
was confusion. 

Nelson Mandela didn’t just die. Surely he didn’t. 
Because he died years ago. He died in prison in the 
1980s. 

Didn’t he?  
Just hours ago, the news was saying, current South 

African president Cyril Ramaphosa announced that 
Mandela had died peacefully of old age at his home in 
Johannesburg, surrounded by his family, and South 
Africa was to begin a national mourning period of 10 
days.  

Katty’s words fell into the background with the whir of 
the microwave, the quiet gurgle of the filter in Tallulah’s 
fish tank and the roar of traffic outside. Ramona sat just 
staring at the carpet, trying to remember.  

She was a teenager when Mandela died. It wasn’t 
peaceful. It was tragic. The more she thought about it, the 
clearer the memory became. He died from tuberculosis 
caused by the damp conditions in his cell. Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher gave a controversial speech about 
him, condemning Mandela’s ‘methods’ and attracting a 
profusion of anger in the press for the inconsiderate 
timing of her criticisms. Ramona remembered seeing 
clips of his funeral on TV, and the tens of thousands of 
mourners who watched the procession of his coffin. And 
then there were the anti-government riots that ravaged 
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South Africa in the wake of Mandela’s death. 
The microwave pinged but Ramona couldn’t think 

about food. She fired up her laptop and started writing an 
article for her paranormal website. She had intended her 
next article to be about her ghost hunt today at a church 
whose congregation had reported sightings of the 
‘Stretched Priest’, tortured to death on the rack by Henry 
VIII during the Reformation. But that could wait. 

She wrote a brief piece asking her readers if any of 
them remembered Nelson Mandela dying in prison in the 
80s like she did. She didn’t even mention the fact that 
Mandela had in fact died today – 29th May 2019.  

A few hours after publishing the article, she got a 
notification that someone had commented on it. A user 
called Perry.  

 
Yes. I remember. It was so sad. And 
then Margaret Thatcher went and 
basically called him a terrorist to 
the whole world. She got a lot of 
flak for that. 
 

Ramona replied to the comment.  
 
Have you seen the news? 

 
Not long after:  
 
Shit, I have now. I don’t understand. 
Mandela definitely died in the 80s, 
like you said. What’s going on? Do 
you think the media’s lying? 

 
Ramona didn’t want to get drawn into conspiracy 
theories, but even if she did, the answer to that was a 
clear and obvious no. Because if the media was lying, so 
was the entire world. And had been since the 80s. 
Ramona had been researching Mandela’s life and there 
were countless articles, books, videos and photos 
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showing and talking about Mandela after his ‘death’ in 
the 80s. It was… history.  

And as Ramona looked at everything, she knew that it 
was all true. As much as she remembered Mandela’s 
death in prison, she also remembered him walking out of 
prison in 1990, arm in arm with his wife, Winnie, along 
with the raucous crowds that squeezed into the Grand 
Parade grounds outside Cape Town’s City Hall, where 
Mandela gave his first post-release speech.  

Was she confusing Mandela with another famous South 
African political figure who died in prison in the 80s? 
That would be the most logical explanation. But she 
couldn’t for the life of her think who, and her research 
yielded nothing. 

Over the next few weeks, Ramona continued talking to 
Perry online and eventually by WhatsApp. Perry’s 
memories seemed identical to hers. He even reminded her 
of things about the funeral and anti-government riots that 
she’d forgotten.  

Then one night, she got a message from Perry that 
made her stomach tighten with dread:  
Has anyone been following you? 

Ramona answered no and Perry said he’d had the feeling 
he was being watched. She couldn’t tell if he was just 
being paranoid. 

But a couple of mornings later, as Ramona was about to 
head to the office, she glimpsed a silver Lexus through her 
lounge-diner window, parked opposite her house on the 
other side of the street. It caught her eye because it had 
blacked-out windows. Not just tinted. Completely black.  

She walked to the window, stared at it for a few 
moments. The car’s windows stared ominously back. A 
queasy feeling coursed through her and she swallowed. 
Her pulse quickened. She hankered to know who was 
watching behind the glass, and why. 

Are you watching my house? Are you watching… me? 
She went to fetch a pad and pen from the sideboard and 

returned to the window to note down the Lexus’s number 
plate. 
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Her blood ran cold. 
The Lexus was gone. As if it were never there. 

 

In a chilly, dank basement under a long-abandoned 
church, fourteen people wrapped in coats and woolly hats 
milled about the quietly percolating coffee urn at the back 
of the room, small-talking about this April’s unexpected 
cold spike. There were no working sockets, so the coffee 
urn was battery-powered, as were the six camping 
lanterns placed around the room, imparting just enough 
light to see everyone’s faces. As the hour approached, 
they took their seats on the circle of folding chairs. 
Ramona Broom sat at the head of the circle and called the 
meeting of the Affected to order.  

“This evening I’d like to introduce you all to the newest 
member of our group, Maureen Evans,” said Ramona. 

Everybody looked at the auburn-haired lady in the 
glasses, who blushed, gave a trace smile and waggled her 
fingers in her lap in a mini-wave. Most of the members 
smiled warmly back at her but a couple of the warier ones 
eyed her suspiciously. They did it with every newbie, 
even though Ramona was continuously assuring them 
that she always did stringent background checks before 
inviting anyone along to their top-secret meetings.  

Ramona continued, “Maureen’s story is a little different 
to the rest of ours, in that she isn’t actually an Affected 
herself –” 

“What do you mean she’s not an Affected?” Perry 
blurted out before Ramona could finish, face creased in a 
fierce frown. “What’s she doing here then? Why on earth 
are you letting non-Affecteds know about us?” 

“Perry, let me finish. It was my decision to allow 
Maureen to join us. Because while she may not be an 
Affected herself, her daughter was.” 

Perry’s frown didn’t budge. He sat back, folded his arms. 
Dana, sitting next to Maureen, said softly, “Was?” 
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Maureen looked at her sadly. “She… she died.” 
Dana placed her hand on Maureen’s knee. “I’m so 

sorry.” 
Idris leaned forwards. “How did she die?” 
Maureen visibly swallowed and shot a glance at 

Ramona. Ramona had warned her to expect questions 
like this, but reminded her, “Remember, you don’t have 
to talk about anything you’re not comfortable to.” 

“What the hell’s she here for then?” snapped Perry. “If 
not to talk about her daughter?” 

Ramona’s jaw clenched. He could be such a dick 
sometimes. “Perry, show some compassion, will you?” 

Perry shook his head and huffed.  
Maureen looked at Ramona. “It’s okay. I am here to 

talk about Rachel.” Facing Idris, “I… er… I still don’t 
really know what happened. Police told me it was 
suicide. They found her in an alley with her wrists 
slashed, three days after she went missing from 
Pinewood.” 

“What’s Pinewood?” said Jane. 
“A mental health facility. Rachel’s hypnotherapist, Dr 

Flynn, recommended that she be transferred there, so that 
they could do some tests on her, find out what was wrong 
with her memory. The next time I saw her was” – she 
took a breath and caught a tear escaping down her cheek 
with her finger – “was when I was identifying her body.” 

An uneasy silence fell over the room. Ramona broke it 
gently, “Maureen, why don’t you tell us a bit about what 
was going on with Rachel’s memory.” 

Maureen started explaining how Rachel had been 
remembering things that didn’t accord with real life. 
She’d believed that a Frenchman had discovered America 
after Christopher Columbus was lost at sea; that 9/11 
hadn’t happened and the Twin Towers were still 
standing; and she’d clearly remembered day trips and 
holidays with her father despite him having died before 
she was born. What was unique about Rachel was that 
she’d had multiple memories that weren’t consistent with 
established facts, whereas most of the Affected had only 
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had one. Like Ramona. Her only alternate recollection 
was about Mandela. 

The rest of the group started opening up to Maureen 
about their own memories. Ramona and Perry shared 
their recollections of Mandela’s death in prison. Dana 
talked about Shazaam, a movie from the early 1990s, 
starring the comedian Sinbad as an incompetent genie. 
She recalled the plot, the characters, the ending and even 
the cover art for the VHS in vivid detail. And yet there 
was no such movie. Shazaam, said Dana, had been 
mysteriously erased from existence. 

Julie described visiting New York City with her wife 
eight years ago and climbing the stairs to the top of the 
Statue of Liberty’s torch. They’d taken windswept selfies 
on the balcony around the torch, one of which they’d 
framed and hung on the wall of their living room. Then, 
one day, the photo was gone, replaced by a painting, 
Julie’s wife having no recollection of the photo ever 
being there. When Julie tried to track down the photo, her 
wife told her that there were no photos of them on the 
torch balcony, because they never climbed up that far. 
Looking into it, Julie discovered that her wife was right. 
They couldn’t have visited Lady Liberty’s torch – the 
torch and torch-bearing arm had been closed to visitors 
since 1916. The highest visitors could go was the statue’s 
crown, an indoor space with windows, which Julie’s wife 
said they went to but didn’t take selfies. And yet Julie 
distinctly remembered being on that cold, blustery 
platform, snapping those photos. 

Simon described how, on a night out in London, he felt 
suddenly dizzy at the sight of Big Ben. He said to his 
friend, “They rebuilt it. When did they do that?” His 
friend looked at him, confused, and Simon said Big Ben 
had been destroyed by terrorists in 2004, but protracted 
legal problems had prevented its restoration. Tej shared 
Simon’s memories of the Big Ben attack, saying he saw it 
on the news after he got home from work, and could still 
visualise the clock face exploding behind an unwitting 
BBC journalist reporting live from Westminster Bridge.  



The Covid Effect 

74 

Tears streamed down Maureen’s face as she listened to 
the stories. She had told Ramona that when Rachel was 
alive, she’d figured – like the doctors did – that there was 
something wrong in her brain. Now she knew there 
wasn’t. Rachel wasn’t crazy. Rachel was an Affected, 
like they were. 

“Why do you think this is happening?” Maureen asked, 
wiping her eyes with a tissue. 

Ramona leaned forwards, warming her hands on her 
coffee mug. “A number of us have reported instances 
where we have felt like we were being followed. 
Watched. Listened to. These instances have led us to 
believe that there are people out there who are 
deliberately altering reality. We call them Warpers. We 
believe that we – the Affected – are sensitive to their 
changes. We can see them, perceive the events that once 
were but are no longer. The purpose of these meetings is 
to share what we know about who the Warpers may be, to 
find out more about them.” 

“Do you believe your daughter’s death was really a 
suicide?” Idris asked Maureen. 

Maureen looked at him uncomfortably and gave a slow 
shake of the head. “No.” 

Ramona nodded gently. “It’s possible that the Warpers 
decided that Rachel’s powers were too great. The simple 
fact is that by being able to sense the changes, we are a 
threat to them.” 

“How close are you to finding out who these people 
are?” Maureen asked. 

“They hide themselves well,” said Ramona. “But Dana 
here has a contact within the police, who’s managed to 
trace one of the Lexus cars with blacked-out windows 
that several of us have reported seeing parked outside our 
houses. Any updates on that, Dana?” 

Dana explained that her policeman friend had found out 
that the registered owner of the Lexus was a manager at a 
garden centre, which didn’t scream an ‘all the way to the 
top’ conspiracy. Dana said she had started to look into 
this garden centre to find out whether it was a front for 
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something. Nothing so far. 
A few other leads were discussed before the meeting 

was adjourned. Ramona arrived home at 10.30pm, fed 
Tallulah and checked her emails on her computer on her 
way to bed. She had one from a man called Ondřej, 
which read: 

 
Dear Ms Broom 
I have been reading about what you 

call the ‘Mandela Effect’ on your 
website and I think I am someone who 
has been ‘affected’. All my life I 
have been remembering things 
differently to other people. But 
lately everything seems wrong. I wake 
up each day and it feels like I’m 
dreaming. The people around me – 
they’ve changed. 2020 wasn’t like 
this. 2020 was supposed to be totally 
different. 
Please, I would like to speak with 

you further about this Mandela 
Effect. I want to know what is going 
on. Please contact me. 
 
Kind regards 
Ondřej Javorsky 
 

Ramona’s process was that if someone, like Ondřej, were 
to contact her claiming to have experienced alternate 
memories, she would find out if they were legit through 
questioning them and running paid-for background 
checks over the internet. Once she was happy, she’d 
invite them to one of the fortnightly meetings under the 
old church. 

Though her bed was calling, Ramona sent a reply to 
Ondřej, asking him for more details about this ‘alternate 
2020’ he had mentioned, as well as a few personal 
questions, which weren’t too probing at this point. 
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Despite the late hour, Ondřej replied straight away. It 
became clear to Ramona that he was too distressed to sleep.  

As they conversed into the night, Ramona discovered 
why. 

 

“A virus?” said Dana at the next meeting of the Affected. 
Ondřej nodded. “Yeah. ‘Covid’, people called it. It was 

a respiratory virus that started spreading from China at 
the end of 2019. I don’t know when it reached the UK, 
but in March the case rates and death toll were rising so 
much that Boris Johnson ordered a nationwide 
emergency lockdown.” 

“Boris Johnson?” said Perry. 
“The prime minister.” 
Julie’s eyes widened. “The MP with the crazy hair? He 

was prime minister?” 
Ondřej nodded.  
“Heavens.” 
“Tell us more about this ‘lockdown’, Ondřej,” said 

Ramona. 
“I remember that the government told everyone to stay 

home. It closed shops, schools, libraries, gyms, 
entertainment venues. No one was allowed to see their 
families, their friends, for months. They said that if you 
breathed or coughed too close to someone, you could 
pass the virus on.” 

“Sounds terrifying,” murmured Idris. 
“It is. When I think about it, I can’t breathe. My chest 

feels tight, my heart races. I wake up each morning and I 
feel like I shouldn’t go anywhere. When I go to work, to 
the shops, I feel nervous about people getting too close to 
me. My boss keeps asking me what’s wrong and I don’t 
know what to tell her. There are even times when I feel 
like… like I shouldn’t be here.” Ondřej’s throat bulged as 
he swallowed, his eyes glazing over with tears. “I have 
a… a heart condition. I think Covid is… it’s more 
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dangerous for people like me, people with certain 
conditions.” Ramona noticed that Ondřej was now talking 
about ‘Covid’ in the present tense, as though he was 
living it right now. “I sometimes feel like I may have 
contracted it and… and died.” A single tear rolled off 
Ondřej’s nose. It landed on his hand and he wiped it 
away, both hands shaking.  

Silence fell over the room. Sitting next to him, Ramona 
placed her hand on Ondřej’s shoulder and whispered, “Deep 
breaths.” She knew this was going to be hard for him.  

Ondřej took a moment to calm himself and steady his 
hands and his breathing, and dry his eyes. Then Ramona 
asked, gently as she could, “Is there anything else you 
remember?” 

“It’s not just what I remember,” Ondřej replied. “It’s 
like I can see… I can see what’s coming, too.” 

Perry’s forehead wrinkled as he frowned. “Like… the 
future?” 

“I don’t know. Possibly. I’ve had dreams where 
everyone is going about their business again, but they’re 
all wearing masks. There’s going to be a worldwide 
recession. Unemployment rates will skyrocket. 
Businesses will go under. And I know that there’s going 
to be a second wave of the virus over Christmas, more 
lockdowns, then a third and fourth wave the following 
year. Hospitals will run out of beds and ventilators. Tens 
of thousands more will die. I don’t know how I know this 
stuff. It’s like I can feel what’s going to happen, even 
though none of it is real and Covid doesn’t exist.” 

“It may have been real – in another reality,” Julie 
pointed out.  

“Yes. And if it was, then perhaps we need to reassess 
the Warpers,” added Dana. 

“How do you mean?” said Ramona. 
“Think about it,” said Dana. “It sounds like the 

Warpers have saved us from something dreadful. I know 
I wouldn’t want to live in a world where I couldn’t see 
my daughter for months at a time, or where Boris 
Johnson is prime minister. Nor would I like to be one of 
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the thousands in hospital dying of this thing.” 
Maybe Dana was right. Thus far the Affected had 

assumed nefarious intentions by the Warpers. Was it 
possible that they were actually trying to make things 
better? If they’d deliberately tweaked reality to prevent 
this startling-sounding pandemic, then arguably they 
were not villains at all. They were saviours. 

The discussions about the Warpers’ intentions 
continued until the close of the meeting. As everybody 
put away their chairs and washed up their coffee cups, a 
sudden thought occurred to Ramona. 

She stared across the room at Dana, who was putting 
her coat on and saying goodbye to Idris and Maureen. 

Daughter? 
The day they met, Dana had told Ramona that she had 

no children. 
Dana strode up the basement stairs. Idris and Maureen 

chatted for a few moments more, then they departed as 
well, Ramona the only one left. She switched off the 
coffee machine and carried it upstairs, out of the church 
to her car. She always had to make two trips, one to take 
the coffee machine and one to collect the lanterns. The 
chairs being cheap and too much of a faff to keep 
conveying back and forth, they stayed. 

As she placed the coffee machine in her boot, she saw 
Dana’s Honda Jareth driving out of the church car park 
and a ripple of suspicion made her shiver. There had 
always been something ‘off’ about Dana. It was 
something Ramona had never been able to put her finger 
on. But if she had lied about having a daughter, what else 
had she lied about?  

Instead of going back for the lanterns, she shut the 
boot, plucked her keys from her handbag and dived into 
the driver’s seat. She started the engine and turned left 
out of the car park. The opposite way she normally went. 

She was a good three hundred yards behind Dana, so 
hopefully she wouldn’t notice. She would if Ramona got 
much closer though. It was late, so there weren’t many 
cars about.  
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Tyres squealed as Dana turned right at a roundabout 
and surged up a fifty-miles-per-hour incline. She was in a 
hurry and Ramona only glimpsed her in the distance. 
She’d need to get closer if she was going to stay on her 
tail.  

She pressed the accelerator, gently. Her Micra was old 
and knackered and the revs were bloody loud. Hopefully 
Dana’s much newer car had good sound-proofing. 

Seeing Dana turn up a dark road with forest on both 
sides, Ramona’s ripple of suspicion grew. Dana lived in 
Edgware, and this wasn’t the way. Where could she be 
going at this time of night? 

Ramona couldn’t tell if Dana was still in front of her. 
Her taillights were blocked by half a dozen bends on a 
road so curvy it was like driving through someone’s 
intestines. Staying on Dana’s tail now would’ve meant 
getting right up her arse and giving herself away. She 
rounded the bends as quickly as she could without flying 
off the carriageway into a tree, but the twists in the road 
tightened, making it harder and harder to gather speed. 

The road straightened for a moment and thin streaks of 
scarlet sliced through the trees. Dana was still there. 

The red lights intensified as the Honda Jareth braked, 
then its left indicator flashed orange. Ramona glanced at 
her sat-nav on the dash. There weren’t any roads off this 
one. Where was she going? 

Dana turned left and the red and orange lights were 
once more swallowed by darkness. Ramona followed, 
slowed, the trees eventually parting to reveal a narrow 
road that the sat-nav didn’t recognise. 

Heart pounding, Ramona turned onto the road in 
pursuit. She switched off her headlights and plunged into 
darkness.  

Her eyes adjusting, Ramona made out black trees 
against a green-blue night sky, which was thanks to 
abundant light pollution and an almost-full moon. As the 
trees thinned out, red lights flickered in the distance. A 
moment later, the sky marked out the silhouette of a large 
building. Dana’s taillights were two red eyes at the head 
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of a large car park in front of the building.  
Ramona stopped just before the entrance to the car park 

and stared. 
The two red eyes closed. Ramona heard a car door open 

and shut, but couldn’t see any movement. Too dark.  
Quietly opening her door, Ramona stepped out onto the 

road. Leaving her car, she crept into the car park, keeping 
her footsteps light over the concrete. Daylight would’ve 
exposed her, but the cover of night allowed her to cross 
the car park without anyone seeing. Or so she hoped. 

Dana’s was the only car here, it looked like. What was 
this place? And what was Dana doing here at gone 11pm? 

As Ramona got closer to the building, the tapping of 
footsteps made her stop and tighten her fists into 
bloodless knots.  

The footsteps got louder, closer. Panic thundered in 
Ramona’s chest. Someone was coming out of the 
building. 

Dana? 
A bolt of adrenaline unfroze Ramona and sent her 

scurrying on tiptoes down the side of the building, as 
quickly and quietly as possible. She ducked into a 
covered doorway – a fire exit.   

The tapping of footsteps stopped. A car door opened 
again. 

Ramona held her breath. 
A loud buzzing shredded the silence, made Ramona 

flinch.  
“Hello?” It was Dana. Someone had phoned her.  
Ramona stayed in the doorway, listened. 
“Yes. He could be the most powerful we’ve 

encountered. His recollections of Covid-19 are 
exceptional.”  

Ramona’s knees shook. Shit – Ondřej. 
“No. I’m trying to dissuade them from thinking we’re 

the bad guys. I’m hoping it’ll lead them to stop 
investigating us.” 

Shit, shit, shit. Ramona was right to be suspicious. 
Dana was a Warper. The Warpers had infiltrated them. 
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“Yes, ma’am,” Dana continued. “I’ll make sure they 
don’t get too –” Dana stopped mid-sentence, then said, 
“Hold on.” 

Ramona swallowed. Hold on? A bead of sweat trickled 
down her back. 

More tapping of footsteps. Ramona couldn’t tell their 
direction.  

She didn’t move. 
The footsteps stopped. Ramona listened.  
Silence.  
What happened? Did Dana see something? Did she see 

Ramona’s car? No, she couldn’t have. The darkness was 
too thick.  

Ramona waited several minutes. The silence persisted. 
Ramona edged out of the doorway – she couldn’t remain 
there all night.  

Tiptoeing around to the front of the building, she saw 
the faint outline of Dana’s car.  

No Dana. 
Suddenly something hard slammed into Ramona’s 

back. She plunged to her knees, which smashed painfully 
against the concrete.  

Spinning onto her elbows, she gazed up at her attacker, 
face partly illuminated by the torch on the silver gun 
whose barrel Ramona stared down. Dana. 

“Well I wasn’t expecting this,” Dana said, wide-eyed. 
“You’re… you’re one of them,” Ramona gasped, trying 

to catch her breath, the pain in her knees coursing up and 
down her legs. “A Warper.” 

“Sort of. We don’t call ourselves that.” She pointed the 
gun in Ramona’s face. “Why did you follow me?” 

“You mentioned having a daughter at the meeting. You 
told me when we met that you had no children.” 

Dana grinned. “And how do you know that’s a real 
memory?” 

“I just know.” 
“Well, I guess it doesn’t matter now.” Dana’s finger 

started closing over the trigger of the gun. 
Ramona’s heart thumped. Sweat streamed down her 
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back and sides, dampening her blouse. She closed her 
eyes tight, her breath lodged in her throat. 

Who was going to warn the others if she was dead? 
Who was going to warn Ondřej? 

Too late now.  
A woman screamed nearby. Ramona opened her eyes. 

Dana’s eyes had darted towards the forest skirting the 
building’s car park. 

Adrenaline firing, Ramona shot to her feet, taking full 
advantage of Dana’s distraction, and charged into her, 
shoulder-barging her to the ground. Dana squeezed the 
trigger in that moment, a florescent green beam cutting 
through the blackness, surging skyward, momentarily 
dousing the car park in light. It’s a fucking ray gun.  

The gun lurched from Dana’s grip as she went down, 
its torchlight extinguished as it landed with a crack on the 
concrete, swamped by darkness. Ramona couldn’t see it. 

No time to look for it, Ramona sprinted across the car 
park. Fast footsteps clapped behind her but when Ramona 
glanced over her shoulder there was nothing but inky 
shadows.  

Two hands clamped onto Ramona’s shoulders and 
suddenly black concrete rushed at her face. Her arms shot 
out in front of her, smashing the concrete first and 
softening the impact for the rest of her. Adrenaline 
deadened the pain. Dana fell too, slipping down her body 
mid-fall, collapsing on Ramona’s legs. In a microsecond 
she was on her, squirming like a desperate animal to get a 
hold of her prey, but Ramona channelled all of her might 
into her dominant leg and lashed a vicious kick into 
Dana’s jaw. The crack of bone rang out. Dana sprang 
back, thumping to the ground, motionless. Dead? 
Ramona could well have broken her neck. But she wasn’t 
sticking around to find out. 

She got to her feet and ran breathlessly to her car. 
Getting in, another harrowing scream made her flinch. 

This time she recognised the sound. It wasn’t a woman. 
It was a fox – either a mating call or a territory warning. 
Whatever it was, it had just saved her life.  
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She replayed the horror of the evening over and over 
again as she drove home, recalling nothing of the journey. 
Back in the safety of her apartment – well, safe until the 
Warpers found out what had happened – she took out her 
phone and sent a text to all the other Affecteds, her heart 
still racing as she tapped out the message. 

 
The Warpers have infiltrated us. 
Dana’s one of them. I’ve just found 
out. I don’t know what they want from 
us but it’s not good. We’re all in 
danger. We can no longer meet. You 
all need to run and hide. Do whatever 
you need to do. I’m sorry it’s come 
to this. Stay safe. 

 
Then she placed a call to Ondřej. 

 

A pan of duck eggs scrambling on the hob, Ramona 
stared out of the window of her cabin, nestled deep in the 
Forest of Dean, Wales. Hot gold bars of sunlight scored 
through the trees, making everything glint and glow. 
What a beautiful morning. And what a beautiful part of 
the world. 

“Smells good, babe.” 
Ramona turned, smiled. Ondřej Javorsky stood by the 

kitchen island, black hair dishevelled, luscious thicket of 
chest hair curling out of the unbuttoned V of his shirt, his 
blue eyes as dazzling as the morning’s sky. He stroked 
his soul patch reflectively, and Ramona melted. Was it 
possible to be this happy? 

She served the eggs and coffee on the bar side of the 
kitchen island, where they sat beside each other on stools, 
the window’s golden view of the forest in front of them. 
They talked, they laughed. Ramona’s mind kept drifting 
back to the night before, when Ondřej had taken her 
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passionately in this very spot, giving her the best orgasm 
of her life. 

As soon as her ears caught the loudening crunch of 
tyres approaching the cabin, the heat in her body 
scattered. She looked at Ondřej, a chunk of scrambled 
egg sliding off her fork, missing her plate. 

No car had ever come to the cabin. Because no one 
knew they were there. Seven years they’d been hiding out 
in these woods. Had the Warpers finally found them? Or 
had a driver made a wrong turn? 

Ramona held her breath, but the car got closer, 
eventually pulling up right outside the cabin. 

The blood froze in her veins. A Lexus. A silver one. 
With blacked-out windows. 

The windows on the cabin used one-way mirror glass. 
The Lexus driver wouldn’t have been able to see inside. 
There was still time.  

“Go,” said Ramona. “Now.” 
“What about you?” said Ondřej.  
“They want you, not me. Go.” 
Ondřej kissed her cheek and scurried into the coat 

cupboard. He pulled the door shut behind him and 
Ramona heard the ruffle of coats as he crawled inside the 
concealed entrance to a tunnel, which led away to a secret 
shelter for Ondřej in case this very moment came. 

Three people got out of the Lexus, clad in dark suits, 
one a person Ramona had hoped never to see again. 
Dana. That kick to the face obviously hadn’t killed her, 
although it may have been responsible for the big, arc-
shaped scar across her chin. She carried a gun similar to 
the one she’d tried to shoot her with seven years ago.  

Pulse quickening, Ramona opened the door before 
Dana had a chance to knock. “How did you find me, 
Dana?” 

Dana grinned and Ramona felt an urge to punch it 
away. “No one hides from us for long.” 

“It worked for seven years.” 
“Only because we had more important things to do. 

Now our needs have become urgent.” 
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“Needs?” 
“Ondřej. We need Ondřej.” 
“I don’t know where he is. I told all the Affected to run 

and hide after you attacked me. I haven’t seen any of 
them since.” That was true of the rest of them, just not 
Ondřej. Knowing that the Warpers wanted him, and may 
never have known about him had Ramona not invited 
him into their group, she felt responsible for him, which 
was why she’d taken it upon herself to keep him hidden. 
She wasn’t expecting to fall in love with him as well. 

Dana cocked her head. “That’s a lie, Ramona.” 
“It’s not. What the hell do you want him for anyway?” 
“Ondřej’s abilities are powerful. He was able to recall – 

in an unprecedented level of detail – the Covid-19 
pandemic, which we erased.” Arching both eyebrows, 
“You’re welcome.” 

Ramona’s brain was spinning. “E-erased?” 
“Yes. From the timeline.” 
“You’re… time travellers?” 
Dana nodded, “Yes, and Ondřej can see the changes 

we’ve made, or will make, to history. He can see the 
minutiae of multiple pasts. Not just pasts, but futures. 
Which means his abilities could be unlike any we’ve 
encountered.” 

“So you’re going to kill him?” 
“No, Ramona, we’re not.” 
Ramona shook her head. “I don’t believe you. You 

killed Maureen Evans’ daughter. You killed Rachel.” 
“Actually, we didn’t. Not technically.” 
“What does that mean?”  
Dana sighed irritably. “Ramona, we don’t have time for 

this. Tell me where Ondřej is – now. We’re not going to 
kill him. You have my word.” 

Ramona’s knees shook. Her blood thickened into 
boiling treacle, pounding through her veins. Her lips 
pressed together defiantly.  

Dana lifted her gun and pointed it at Ramona’s chest. 
“But if you don’t tell me where he is, we will kill you.” 

The trembling rose from her legs to her chest and head 



The Covid Effect 

86 

and down her arms, ripping through her body in seismic 
waves, shredding every nerve. But she stayed silent. 

A door opened in the cabin, yanking Ramona’s gaze 
behind her. Ondřej stepped out of the coat cupboard with 
a defeated look. 

All of Ramona’s muscles went rigid, the earthquake in 
her limbs halted, like time itself had stopped. “What are 
you doing?” 

Ondřej shook his head. “I can’t let you die for me.” 
He hadn’t gone to the shelter as they’d discussed. He 

hadn’t gone anywhere. He’d just stayed in the cupboard, 
listening, risking his bloody life. 

He walked towards the front door. Ramona blocked his 
path. 

“You have to let me go,” he said.  
“They’ll kill you!” 
“Dana just gave her word that they won’t.” 
“We can’t trust her!” 
“We have to.” 
Ondřej placed warm hands on the sides of Ramona’s 

face and kissed her. She shook her head as their lips 
parted, “Please don’t do this.” 

He gave a pained smile. “I love you.” 
She swallowed hard and blinked back tears. “I love you 

too.” 
She let him pass her in the doorway and Dana signalled 

for her colleagues to escort him to the car. They each 
came and took him by the arm, like they were arresting 
him. They put him in the back of the car and Ramona’s 
eyes connected briefly with his before the car door was 
shut, Ondřej vanishing behind its blacked-out window. 

“Thank you, Ramona,” said Dana. “You and Ondřej 
have done the right thing.” 

“W-what will happen to him?” Ramona said quietly, 
stepping into her porch, as Dana started to walk off. 

Dana stopped and spun round to face her, sighing. 
“Ramona, you know what. I’m going to be straight with 
you. I think you deserve that.” 

Fingers of dread tightened around Ramona’s heart. 
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“We use a machine called the Augur to monitor the 
timeline, a machine that allows us to see changes to the 
timeline before they occur. At the core of the Augur was 
Rachel Evans’ brain. Until the incident. The Augur was 
destroyed, Rachel’s brain along with it. I believe that 
Ondřej’s brain is the best candidate for a replacement. 
We are going to extract it and use it to build a new 
Augur. One we anticipate will be even more powerful, 
thanks to Ondřej’s unique abilities.” 

A fist of panic and confusion slammed into Ramona’s 
gut. “You told me you wouldn’t kill him! You gave me 
your word!” Her cry came out strangled and distorted, her 
lungs draining of air. 

“And we won’t. We need his brain active for the 
machine to work. Ondřej will live, I promise. He will be a 
great asset to us. You see, Ramona, we change time to 
make things better. For everyone. That’s why we stopped 
Covid. The work we do saves lives and Ondřej will help 
us save many, many more.” 

Ramona couldn’t breathe. Her cheeks felt hot, her head 
woozy with despair, her lungs empty and useless. 

Dana half-turned to leave, looking back and adding, 
“And remember, Ondřej’s lucky to be alive right now. 
We saved him. In the other timeline, he died of Covid; 
you two never would’ve met. Be grateful for the seven 
years you’ve had with him.” 

Ramona wanted to kill her. Pick up a rock off the forest 
floor and smash it into her face. Again and again. But she 
was paralysed. 

“I wish you a very pleasant day, Ramona.” Dana 
glanced around at the sun-drenched trees, and smiled. 
“Weather’s been beautiful these past weeks, hasn’t it? 
Enjoy.” She walked to her car.  

A wave of dizziness broke heavily over Ramona, made 
her stumble backwards and grope for the frame of the 
doorway. The Lexus crunched away and she stared, 
voiceless, motionless and witless, at Ondřej’s half-eaten 
plate of scrambled eggs. 
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February 9th 2219 

“Now tell me, young man, how exactly does this thing 
work?” 

It disassembles your atoms, converts them into data, 
downloads them into a generator, sends them to another 
generator, converts them back into matter and 
reassembles them. Not that Jackson Montgomery was 
going to tell the hundred-and-thirty-four-year-old great-
great-grandmother any of that. He’d frighten the poor 
woman to death. No. As with every customer he 
teleported, he had to stick to the script.  

Jackson smiled at Mrs Chatterjee and pointed at the 
oval-shaped pod in front of them, one of hundreds lining 
the enormous terminal. Just half an hour ago, the room 
was empty and quiet, the pods looking like petrified eggs 
that would never hatch. Now it was filled with the bustle 
and noise of the morning rush hour, labyrinthine queues 
of passengers being ushered through to the telepods by 
dozens of pastel-green-uniformed staff like him, the room 
sparkling like Christmas with the continuous flashing of 
the pods. Unlike many of his colleagues, who found rush 
hour stressful, Jackson rather enjoyed it. The quieter 
periods were boring. 

“Basically, you step into that telepod there – Telepod 
108 – and I’ll push some buttons at my control station 
over there.” He pointed at the console behind them. 
“You’ll hear my voice from inside the pod and I’ll start 
counting down from twenty. At zero, a bright purplish 
light will surround you and you’ll feel… lifted. It’s 
actually really relaxing. A moment later, the light will 
disperse and you’ll find yourself back in the telepod 
again. Only it won’t be this one here, in Aberdeen. It’ll be 
Telepod 14 at the Interstate Terminal in Bayside, 
Melbourne.” 

Mrs Chatterjee’s prune-like face scrunched into a pouty 
frown. She leaned forwards on her walking stick, craning 
her neck to face him. “And what does the purple light 
do?” 
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Stick to the script. Jackson pressed his lips together and 
swallowed. This was the part where, if the customer was 
asking too many questions, the teleport operator’s next 
move was to confuse them with the tech specs.   

“It produces high-yield interphasic inversion radiation 
that quantifies matter-streams for subspace transference.” 

Mrs Chatterjee arched one eyebrow. “I’ve no idea what 
you just said.” Then, “Will it hurt?” 

Jackson chuckled inwardly. “No, ma’am. It’s 
completely painless.” When she didn’t look convinced, “I 
promise.”  

Mrs Chatterjee nodded. “Okay. Let’s get on with it 
then. I’ve been avoiding these infernal machines ever 
since they were invented. I make my busy great-
granddaughter come and see me every time, when I’m 
perfectly capable – as she likes to remind me – of going 
there. Did I tell you she’s the CEO of Chosen One, the 
space clothing brand?” 

Yes, you did. Four times. “Is she? That’s wonderful.” 
The tiny old lady shuffled towards the telepod, her 

walking stick keeping her steady. Partway there, she did a 
half-turn towards Jackson. “Will it even take the stick?” 

Jackson smiled. “Of course, ma’am.” 
“How clever.”  
He was getting pretty good at persuading reluctant 

teleporters. It probably wasn’t that different to flight 
attendants helping passengers overcome their fear of 
flying in the old days, although fear of teleportation was 
more common – perhaps because it was easier to imagine 
being suspended thirty-six-thousand feet in the air than 
having your atoms scrambled. Most people still flew 
shuttles or took the Skytrain. Even Jackson’s wife, Cara, 
refused to teleport. 

As the automated doors to the telepod slid open, Mrs 
Chatterjee edged her head into the doorway and peeked 
into the big, brightly lit space. “Oooo. Very nice.” 
Satisfied, she stepped inside, the doors hissing closed 
behind her. 

Jackson triggered the initiation sequence and started his 
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verbal countdown. Sure, the system could do the 
countdown for him. In fact, the system could do all of 
Jackson’s job if it was set up that way. However, the 
executives at Next Phase – the company that had 
invented teleportation – had decided that a human 
element was necessary for making anxious customers feel 
at ease, and that they should continue to hear their 
teleport operator’s voice right up to the moment of 
dematerialisation.  

Jackson watched Mrs Chatterjee on his screen, listening 
for a potential last-second change of heart – those were 
common too and would mean cancelling the initiation 
sequence. This involved a lot of wasted energy and 
money, which was why teleport operators like Jackson 
were under pressure to make sure customers didn’t back 
out.   

Mrs Chatterjee stood motionless, eyes shut, as Jackson 
counted down, but she wasn’t showing any signs of 
wanting to stop the process. 

At zero, the pod was doused in a brief but vivid burst of 
purple-tinged light. It faded a moment later, the pod now 
empty. Jackson checked the data on his screen. It read 
TELEPORT COMPLETE with a note of the customer’s 
arrival time and place. 

Before attending to the next customer, Jackson 
accessed the voice message Cara had sent to his orb, the 
microcomputer in his head. “Hey darling. I’ve been asked 
to do a forensic consult, so I probably won’t be home for 
dinner. Also, I have something to tell you. Speak later. 
Love you.” 

Something to tell him? Her tone was flat when she said 
that, so Jackson couldn’t tell if it was good or bad. If it 
was good, then it could be that they’d had a response 
from the adoption agency after months of delays. If it was 
bad, it could be that her mum was ill again. For the rest of 
the day, Jackson kept his fingers crossed for the former. 
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Dr Cara Montgomery invited the next patient into her 
clinic room at Aberdeenshire State Hospital. She felt like 
she had seen a hundred patients today, but it was only 
because she was hankering to get home and speak to 
Jackson. 

The patient, Andrew Harris, sat at Cara’s desk and 
described how he had been experiencing frequent 
headaches, nausea, memory lapses and weakness in his 
left arm. Cara opened his file on her orb and 
telepathically transcribed his symptoms. When he had 
finished, she asked him to lie down on the bio-bed for a 
body scan. 

Mr Harris went to lie down. Cara accessed the bed’s 
controls and, like a metal creature waking and spreading 
its limbs, the machinery hanging above the bed shifted. 
Large steel arms clawed out of the mesh, connected to a 
cylindrical canister. The canister descended towards Mr 
Harris’s feet and moved slowly up his body with a low 
hum. Cara analysed the readings it produced on her orb. 

When the cylinder had finished scanning, the metal 
creature contracted and returned to its slumber, and Mr 
Harris sat up on the bed.   

“So?” he said. “What’s the damage?” 
“You have a grade-four brain tumour that’s spread to 

your spinal cord.” 
“Really?” Mr Harris’s eyes were wide and fixed but as 

the news registered, they softened, his shoulders 
loosening as relief visibly skittered through him and blew 
past his lips. “Oh, thank goodness for that. I thought it 
might be Lassian’s disease.” 

Cara thought about how her mum had battled Lassian’s 
last year and only just beat it. It had been touch and go for 
a fair few months. “Count yourself lucky,” she said, 
smiling. “Can you come back tomorrow for cellular 
reprogramming?” 

Mr Harris nodded. 
“Great.” Cara arranged an appointment for Mr Harris at 

the cancer treatment centre through her orb. “I’ve booked 
an appointment with Dr Adelman for tomorrow afternoon 
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at 3.20pm, and I’ve sent you a treatment card.” 
Mr Harris’s eyes glowed yellow as he checked his orb. 

“Yep, I’ve got it. Thank you, Dr Montgomery.”  
“You’re welcome.” 
Three more patients later, Cara was preparing to head 

home for the day when Dr Perrineau stopped by her 
room. “Any chance you can do a forensic consult before 
you go?” 

“What case?” Cara asked. 
“Dream theft,” said Perrineau. “Scotland Police need us 

to confirm the brain wave patterns.” 
Cara would be late home, but she didn’t like to turn 

work down, not when she was hoping for a promotion to 
senior consultant before the end of the year. Telling 
Jackson her news would have to wait. “Sure,” she said. 
“No problem.” 

“Thanks. I’ll get the files sent over to your orb right 
away.” 

Cara finished sterilising her equipment and sat down at 
her desk. She recorded a voice message on her orb to 
send to Jackson. “Hey darling. I’ve been asked to do a 
forensic consult…”  

After the message was sent, Cara logged into Aberdeen 
State Hospital Forensic Service. Sitting at her desk and 
munching on a brownie, she spent the next hour 
analysing brain wave pattern readouts and determining 
that the accused man had hacked into and downloaded his 
now-ex-wife’s sex dreams about her previous partners. 

At 9pm, Cara finally logged off and made a dash 
through heavy rain to her shuttle in the parking lot. The 
shuttle flew over a wet landscape draped in moonless 
winter night and, sensors showed, a dense coastal fog that 
had drifted inland and was making it impossible to see 
any of the lights of Aberdeenshire. Her shuttle meeting 
some congestion in the airways, Cara took the 
opportunity to phone her mum. 

Danica Montgomery’s smiling face filled Cara’s field 
of vision. A deep warmth rippled in Cara’s chest. She 
was so glad her mum was still with them. 
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“Hi love,” said Danica. “Another late one?” 
“Yep. Good day, though. I had to do a dream theft 

forensic consult. That’s why I’m late.” 
“I think your father stole my dreams once. Could never 

prove it though.” 
“I doubt it, Mother. Dad wouldn’t do that.” 
Danica’s eyes flared. “Your father was no angel, Cara!” 

Then her expression softened. “I did love him, though. 
The big idiot. I still miss him.”  

“I know, Mother. Me too.” Her mum and dad had had a 
complicated relationship, that was for sure. She decided 
to move the topic along; she didn’t want Danica getting 
upset, which tended to happen any time the conversation 
turned to Cara’s father. “How was that symposium on 
faster-than-light reactors?” 

Danica hesitated and said, “Er – actually, I didn’t quite 
make it to the symposium.” Her expression and voice 
were sheepish, like she knew she’d done wrong. “I’ve, er, 
just been in the hospital for a couple of days.”  

“What?” A flush of concern, mixed with annoyance, 
made Cara’s pitch rise. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” 

“I didn’t see any point in worrying you, darling.” 
Cara simmered down, realising she’d done exactly the 

same thing to Jackson and that this was where she got it 
from. “What happened?” 

“Just a very teeny-tiny shuttle collision.” 
“What!” 
“It’s fine, darling. The doctors have fixed all my 

broken bones and my insurance will cover the shuttle. 
I’m fine. Hospital gave me a clean bill of health and 
discharged me this afternoon. Nothing to worry about.” 

Cara gave a heavy, disapproving sigh. “I’m glad you’re 
okay. But you should’ve told me you were in an accident.” 
Cara swallowed. Just like I should’ve told Jackson. 

“You’re right. I’m sorry. You know what I’m like. 
What about you? Any news?” 

Cara took a slow breath in. She knew she was asking 
about the adoption agency. Things had changed so much 
since then. “None yet.”  
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Yes, it was a lie. And a massively hypocritical one. 
That said, she had to tell Jackson first. She’d kept it from 
him for long enough. 

As Cara’s shuttle began its descent into the little 
seaside town of Roslaig, Cara wrapped up the 
conversation. Her shuttle landed on the driveway in front 
of the beachfront stone and waxiglass cottage where she 
and Jackson had lived for the past four years. The rain 
still coming down like a merciless barrage of lances, Cara 
ran indoors. 

Jackson lay on the sofa, cuddling a cushion, a bowl of 
leftover vegetable casserole on the coffee table in front of 
him. His eyes were glowing yellow, which meant he was 
probably watching another episode of that alternate 
history show on his orb. It was about a world where the 
Global Accord never happened; the United States of 
Earth never formed, and the world still had national 
governments fighting over religion, territory, climate 
change and whatever else they could. It wasn’t Cara’s 
cup of tea. Too much war.  

When Jackson saw Cara, he paused the show, eyes 
returning to their normal brown, and leapt off the sofa. 
“Hey!” 

“Hey love.” 
His eyes darted all over her face, clearly trying to figure 

out whether the news was good or bad. “So? Out with it. 
I’ve been on tenterhooks ever since your message.” 

Cara took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.” 
Jackson’s thick eyebrows shot up into his forehead, 

then plunged into a contiguous black V. “Wait – what?” 
Cara nodded, repeating, “I’m pregnant.” 
“But how? How is that possible? You’re… you’re 

infertile!” 
“I, er… I was.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“You remember that uterine reconstruction procedure 

we looked into?” 
Jackson’s frown deepened. “The super-dangerous 

one?” 
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“Yeah. Well, I… I underwent the procedure three 
months ago.” 

Jackson’s voice rose. “What?” 
“I just… I needed to give it a try. The important thing 

is, it worked. I’m pregnant.” 
“You underwent a life-threatening treatment without 

telling me?” 
“Yeah.” 
Jackson’s face flushed scarlet. “Why? Why would you 

do that? What about the adoption agency?” 
“They… they rejected our application back in 

November.” 
Her husband’s eyes almost popped out as he blared, 

“What!” 
“I didn’t have the heart to tell you. It broke my heart 

when they told me. I wanted to spare you the pain and 
find a way of giving us both a child. Now I have, and 
now I can.”  

“You could’ve died, Cara!” 
“That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you 

to worry.” She swallowed, remembering that her mum 
had just said the same thing to her and she’d had a go at 
her for it. 

Jackson shook his head in what looked like disbelief. 
“I’m your husband – it’s my job to worry! Whatever 
happened to basic husband and wife honesty?”  

“I just knew you would’ve tried to talk me out of it.” 
“Yeah, I would’ve. We could’ve tried other adoption 

agencies.” 
“I didn’t want to get rejected again.” 
“Then we should’ve made that call together. This isn’t just 

about you, you know. You just decided not to trust me.”  
A stab of guilt hit Cara in the chest. She knew in that 

instant that she’d made the wrong call.  
“I’m sorry, okay. I am. I shouldn’t have kept it from you. 

But shouldn’t we be celebrating? We’re having a baby.” 
Jackson brushed past her and stormed upstairs to their 

bedroom. Even though she knew he’d slam the door, she 
still flinched when he did. 
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Cara warmed up some of the vegetable casserole 
Jackson had made and slumped down on the sofa, kicking 
herself for not telling him, realising how selfish she’d 
been. They were married, after all. They were in this 
together. She should never have shut him out.  

When she’d finished eating, she went into the kitchen 
to synthesise a cup of chamomile tea and a bowl of snow 
pudding, Jackson’s favourite dessert. She also 
synthesised a dark chocolate heart with a picture of a 
hand clutching a penis and the words I’m sorry for being 
a wanker drizzled in white chocolate, which she set on 
top of the pudding.  

She carried the tea and pudding upstairs, opening their 
bedroom door tentatively. Jackson was on their bed, eyes 
yellow and watching something on his orb again. This 
time he ignored her.  

“Baby, I brought you something.” 
Eyes brown again, Jackson faced her. She put the tea 

on his bedside table and handed him the bowl of snow 
pudding.  

A giggle escaped his lips and Cara felt a flood of relief. 
He said quietly with a smirk, “You are a wanker.” 

She nodded sheepishly. “A big wanker.” 
“Really big.” 
“Huge.” 
His smirk widened into a grin. “Let’s hope our 

daughter is less of a wanker.” 
“She will be.” Raising an eyebrow, “Wait – I haven’t 

told you it’s a girl.” 
“I know. I just have this feeling. Am I right?” 
Cara nodded, smiling. 
Jackson pumped his fist. “And she’s okay? How many 

weeks gone are you?” 
“Four weeks. And she’s great. Still just a sack of cells 

at the moment, but the doctor ran a microcellular scan 
and said the cells are good and she’s got strong, healthy 
genes.” 

Jackson nodded. “Good.” 
Cara stooped to kiss him. “I’m sorry.” 
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He kissed her back. “Just promise me you’ll never keep 
something like that from me again. We’re supposed to be 
a team.” 

She sighed. “I know. I won’t. I promise.” 
He kissed her again and she folded into his arms. The 

light in the room was low, shadows playing on every 
wall, easing their fall into the moment. Cara lost herself 
in his mouth, their warm tongues dancing together in 
perfect rhythm, her body throbbing with anticipation as 
her ran his fingers through her hair, across her neck and 
down her chest. Shirts, trousers and underwear slid off 
like the rain against the windows and soon they were 
making the kind of intense, rapturous love that they did 
on their early dates, lasting into the small hours. 

The next morning, they awoke early and decided to go 
for a pre-breakfast walk along the beach. It was cold and 
drizzly and the thick fog from last night continued to press 
down on Roslaig. It was Cara’s favourite type of weather. 
Jackson’s less so, but after last night, if Cara asked him to 
run naked through a blizzard, he probably would. 

Walking out of their paved rear garden onto the beach, 
they couldn’t tell if the tide was in or out. The fog had 
completely engulfed the sea and the fractured red granite 
cliffs looming out over it like intentionally placed 
monuments, allowing them only a few metres of sight in 
every direction. Holding hands, they walked forwards to 
find the water’s edge, the powdery white sand bracingly 
cool and damp beneath their bare feet. Behind them, their 
house faded like dust brushed away by the wind. 

After a moment spent drinking in the spray in the air 
and trying to gauge how far the waves were, from the 
sound of their crashing, Cara looked at Jackson and 
smiled.  

Jackson was already looking at something straight 
ahead and squinting slightly with confusion. “What was 
that?” 

Her eyes followed his. She couldn’t see anything but 
the grey-white curtain that encircled and moved with 
them as they walked. “What was what?” 
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“I just saw something.” 
She looked into the fog again. “A dog?” There were a 

lot of wild dogs around here. 
“No.” Then he stopped and pointed, whispering, “Look 

– there.” 
Cara ground her heels into the sand and peered 

forwards. She saw something – a flicker of movement 
ahead – but too briefly to even guess what it was. 

“It’s probably just someone out for a walk like we are.” 
She tugged on his arm and they continued walking.  

Something white – whiter than the fog – flitted past in 
front of them. Fast. Cara only glimpsed it, but it was long 
and slender, like a limb. A white limb. Whatever it was, it 
was running. 

She stopped. So did Jackson. 
“Did you see it?” he said. 
She frowned, staring ahead. “I saw… something.” 
Cara’s chest tightened as they glanced around. 
A white shape moved quickly in the fog again – to their 

left. And again, to their right. With the movements came 
a soft padding of feet, or paws, or hooves. Or something. 
And then a strange clicking, like somebody cracking their 
knuckles.  

Cara’s breathing quickened. “I don’t think we’re 
alone.” 

“Let’s head back.” 
They turned and started back to the house. 
More footsteps behind them. More clicking. Louder. 

Closer.  
They’re right behind us. 
Hand in hand, Cara and Jackson walked faster. The 

padding got faster too. They were following them, 
matching their speed. Chasing them. Cara threw a 
fleeting look over her shoulder, but their pursuers were 
still hidden by fog. 

Cara’s heart thudded. She and Jackson shot each other 
a quick glance, silently agreeing to run. Disentangling 
their fingers, they sprinted forwards, kicking up sand as 
they went. 
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The ‘things’ – whatever they were – ran after them. 
They stayed close to each other, but Jackson was faster 

and every few seconds parts of him disappeared behind 
clumps of fog. He kept glancing back to check Cara was 
close. 

Something sprang onto Jackson’s back. A mass of 
jointed limbs – different lengths and thicknesses – 
flailing wildly. Cara didn’t see a head or a body, but 
thought she saw a bunch of finger-like digits at the end of 
one of the limbs. 

“Jackson!” 
She stopped, feet submerged in cold wet sand. Jackson 

went down. He and the thing on his back fell behind a 
curtain of fog. 

Cara walked towards Jackson, tentatively, jaw 
clenched, teeth squeaking. 

Fog clearing, she saw Jackson on his knees and caught 
the briefest glimpse of the mass of limbs scuttling away. 
It was no taller than a dog.  

“Jackson! Are you alright?” 
She placed one hand on his shoulder, the other on his 

upper arm, and helped him to his feet. A grimace of pain 
and confusion twisted his face. 

“Wh – what just happ – aaaahhh!” His question 
turning abruptly into a loud, deep groan, he doubled over, 
clutching his middle like he’d just taken a solid punch in 
the gut. He dropped to his knees again, his arm yanked 
out of Cara’s grip. 

“Jackson! Jackson, talk to me!” 
On all fours, Jackson started retching. 
Cara crouched down. “Jackson?” 
He heaved, choked, trying hard to throw up, but 

nothing was coming out. His fingers clawed the sand 
desperately. 

But then Jackson’s throat started to bulge and swell. 
Something was travelling up it, distending it from the 
inside. 

Jackson’s mouth snapped wide. Wider than it should. 
Something dark and red erupted from his lips.   
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Oh my God oh my God oh my God. 
The moist sound of flesh on flesh curdled Cara’s blood. 

She watched, hand cupped over her mouth, as a long, red, 
sticky mass pulled itself from Jackson’s throat and fell in 
a heap on the sand.  

Jackson froze, staring at the thing he’d just vomited, his 
hands half-buried in the sand. 

Every cell in Cara’s body went cold. The red mass 
writhed out from underneath its host. The bleak daylight 
revealed it. Pouches of flesh, darkened by a crimson 
slime, entangled in what looked like thick strings of 
sausages, now slithering seawards across the sand, 
leaving a stinking trail of blood and bodily fluids in its 
wake. At first Cara thought it a creature. It wasn’t. The 
sacks of flesh were a heart, a stomach, lungs, and the long 
snake-like appendages they were wrapped in… bowels.  

Viscera. Jackson had puked up his organs. And they 
were alive. But not in the way that they should’ve been. 

A moment later, Jackson toppled onto his side, eyes 
and mouth agape. His jaw looked broken, his mouth 
hanging wider than it should, his teeth, lips and chin 
smeared with blood and bits of flesh. 

Cara wanted to vomit, cry, scream, pass out. Her body 
wasn’t sure which to do first. In the meantime she just 
stood there, motionless, feeling all the blood drain from 
her face and her heart as she watched her husband’s 
insides crawl slowly away from his corpse.  

More padding and clicking. Her eyes shot up to the fog. 
Her heart stopped. 
Lots of long, white, gleaming limbs were scrambling 

about in the fog up ahead. It was still too thick to make 
out any shapes or features, or how many there were, but 
again she could see that some of the limbs terminated in 
finger-like protrusions. Some looked as tall as her, others 
as big as the one that had latched onto Jackson. Or 
perhaps they were the same, just bent low to the ground. 

“Should we kill her?” a chorus of voices whispered. 
Dozens, maybe hundreds, whispering together in perfect 
unison.  
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“She has an embryo inside her,” more voices 
whispered. 

Clicking behind her made her wheel round on her 
heels. White limbs scuttled fast over the sand, lost in the 
haze. 

“We should wait till it’s born – then come back and kill 
them both!” 

Cara shivered. 
The voices laughed. 
“Yes! Let’s do that!” 
More laughter. Cara’s fingernails dug painfully into her 

palms, tendons stretched white over her knuckles. A mix 
of fear, horror and anger coursed through her. 

Then the laughter, the clicking and the padding started 
to fade into the crash of waves and squeal of wind. 
Whatever those creatures were, they were gone now.  

Cara looked down. Jackson’s viscera had disappeared 
into the fog, a patchy track of coagulating blood drifting 
towards the sea. 

Cara knelt down next to his body, lifted his cold right 
hand out of the sand, entwined her fingers in his.  

And stared emptily into the mist. 
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