
        
            
                
            
        

    Epiworld
Tracey Morait



Copyright © 2010 Tracey Morait
Kindle edition © 2013 Tracey Morait
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced without the prior written permission of the author.
ISBN: 978-0-9558550-1-6
Published by K&T Mitchell, UK
Cover design: Keith Mitchell



By the same author:
Goalden Girl
Abbie’s Rival
Big Brother
Goalden Sky
 



For my fellow epilepsy sufferers



1. Unclean
You don’t know what’s happening when you’re rolling around on the floor frothing at the mouth; you only go by what other people tell you. It’s like you’re asleep. There’s just blackness, void. You lose time: not hours, just minutes, or even seconds. Sometimes you bite your tongue so hard it bleeds, or you pee yourself. When you wake up you’re staring around, wondering where the hell you are, and who you are. Your arms and legs feel like lead, your whole body is a dead weight. You can hardly sit up, and when you manage to stand up, all you want to do is to fall back down again.
This is how I remember my first seizure.
It’s early one morning, or the middle of the night, whatever way you want to look at it. As usual I’ve broken curfew, out on the streets with my gang, the Rockets, fighting the Prey on our patch in an alleyway down by the docks. None of the gangs keep curfew, which begins at sundown, even if the penalty for getting caught is death. We keep an eye out for the robot police guards, massive metallic machines over thirty feet high which maintain law and order in twenty ninety-nine. They shoot deadly laser beams from their eyes, and have missiles in their hands and feet. They’re especially tough on street gangs who defy curfew. Everyone, even the hardest gang member, fears the guards, but it doesn’t stop us meeting up at night, roaming the deserted streets, robbing for food and money. We’re like a family, looking out for one another. We don’t have money, or enough to eat, so we have to steal to survive.
We escape the guards mainly because we don’t have probes injected in our necks. Probing has been around for about three years to keep tabs on the behaviour of the population. A probe feeds off nerve impulses from the spinal column and the brain, monitoring our emotions and actions. Probing babies is law now. The crime rate has plummeted – except in the gangs. They haven’t been able to catch the majority of us yet to probe us. The authorities know who’s probed and who isn’t. We’re constantly hiding from anyone official who comes with the guards to search out the docks, inspecting people with their probe detectors.
Guards are soulless, sadistic, and cruel; they treat people like toys. They like to chase you before they shoot you. Well, I suppose you can’t really call them sadistic, as they have no feelings, but that’s the point: they’re robots, so they don’t care.
Say, for instance, they catch a kid drinking alcohol. Drinking is outlawed. The ground trembles and the road cracks as a guard pounds through the streets, its electronic voice droning, ‘Stop! Police! Stay where you are! You have thirty seconds to obey!’
The air is filled with the screams of people too scared to move in case a laser beam hits them in the head. I dodge through the door of a derelict shop, stooping under a block of concrete which is hanging down, watching the scene through the crack in the broken board nailed to the window. The lad sways on the spot, wasted with the drink, as the others around him are ordered to lie face down on the ground. He’s panting hard; thin, pale, weak, and too knackered to run any more, but he’s still shouting at the guard, defiant to the end.
‘Come on, yer loser! Come and get me!’
Seconds later he’s a burnt corpse.
The guard, having done its duty, scoops up the remains, then thunders away. The people lying on the ground stand up nervously before going about their business.
I wait until dark before I make my escape. I can barely see a thing in the shop, and I forget about the concrete block. I walk straight into it, banging my head so hard I’m stunned. I nearly pass out, but I manage to recover enough to stumble back to the relative safety of what I call home.
I’m street trash, with no family of my own. I’ve no idea who my family are, or where I come from. I don’t remember having anyone close in my life, except the Rockets. I’ve been with them for years. I have a tattoo mark on my arm, the letter ‘R’. We all have one, we belong. I’ve always been known as Travis, but I don’t know where that name comes from. I have no education. I can read, but that’s about all. Education is for the fat richers living in their cosy houses. They’ve got lots of things street trash don’t have, like renewable nucleic light, reserved for them, the big businesses, and the hospitals.
I don’t even live in a house. I live in a shack made out of corrugated iron, down by the Mersey, with other lonely souls in what we call Corrugated City. Our heat and light come from bonfires. It’s always cold at night, warm and damp by day. The old ones talk about cold winters, warm summers, and snow which I’ve never seen. It rains a lot these days. When the sun is out it can be too hot to move by day sometimes. The old ones blame something called ‘global warming’. They tell terrifying stories about great storms ravaging the planet before my birth, caused, they say, by the sky becoming too hot, resulting in electricity sending sharp, blinding lights throughout the atmosphere, and people drowning in floods caused by heavy rain.
I live on my wits like everyone else. I’ve no idea how old I am, something like fifteen or sixteen. I don’t have face hair yet like the older men, but I’m tall, and not that bad-looking. I have a girl I love. She loves me. Her name is Jenna. She’s a Rocket, too. 
The Prey’s territory is at other end of town. We get word that they’ve wandered into our patch, so we get together, all thirty of us, armed with our weapons, and go looking for them. We know Zed Lewis, their leader, fancies his chances with Jenna. He’s probably come to fight us with her as the prize; he’s been bothering her when she’s alone. I want to kill him! And we have another score to settle: one of our gang has been beaten up near the derelict containers. He’s nearly dead when we find him. We have to take him to the hospital, because we can’t take care of him ourselves.
‘They’re bound to tell the authorities he’s not probed,’ I say as we leave his body outside the hospital doors, before running back into the shadows.
Injury is the only reason you go into hospital in twenty ninety-nine, because genetic cleansing has supposedly wiped out all of the diseases. The old ones tell us about illness in the past: it’s been ten years since anyone has been allowed to get sick and be looked after in hospital. You can’t even get something called a ‘cold’ or ‘flu’, or even a ‘headache’ now, because they’ve found cures. Sickness is a crime these days. No one wants to come face-to-face with a health inspector – or the ‘clean police’ as we call them – any more than they like to face a guard.
We corner the Prey by the warehouse, and start attacking. I duck as Lewis takes a swipe at me. I run into him, charging him to the ground. As we’re grappling the glow from the fires all around Corrugated City start to swim, and faces become blurred. Lewis vanishes from my grasp. I’m falling away from him, descending into darkness.
I wake up in an old shopping trolley, being pushed at high speed through the streets. Shopping trolleys have littered the city for years, and we use them for all sorts of things. People have tried to trade them for their metal, but the metal is too thin and worthless. I open my mouth to speak. I taste salt, and my tongue hurts.
‘What’s going on?’ I lisp.
No one answers. Voices shout. Something dribbles down my face. I put a hand up to my head; it’s sticky. Blood!
‘There’s a wheel loose! I hope it stays on before we get there!’ That’s Saul speaking. He’s my mate.
‘Not far to go; just around this next corner,’ replies Jenna.
It’s too dark to tell where they’re taking me, and I can’t seem to focus properly. Everything is a blur. At last a large, brightly lit building comes into view, too big to be a richer’s house. I see big white vans parked outside, and a sign with the words ‘Accident and Emergency’ printed in big red letters. The hospital! I groan. I must be badly hurt.
They don’t drop my body outside in the dust; they push me through the big double doors. 
‘Help, please!’ shouts Jenna. Two men (or they may be androids) come from nowhere.
‘Leave him here!’ says Saul urgently. ‘We can’t go any further. They’ll call the guards...’
‘Travis, I’m sorry...’ begins Jenna. Her voice dies away.
I’m moved from the shopping trolley to a hospital trolley, pushed again, this time down a long corridor to a room occupied by people in green and blue uniforms. They’re all talking at once.
‘What have we got?’ asks a tired voice. My clothes are stripped off.
‘Young white male, about fifteen years of age, left by a gang of kids in the foyer. The girl called him Travis.’ Something cold is pushed in my neck. ‘Not probed, either, and he’s out of curfew.’
‘Rockets,’ says another man. ‘Look at the tattoo on his arm. We should notify the guards. There’ll be trouble if we don’t.’
‘The guards will have to wait for now,’ says the tired doctor. ‘He’s too ill to be interrogated.’ A light shines in my eyes. ‘Pupils equal and responsive; GCS twelve; lacerations and bruising to the face; the nose is broken,’ I cry out as pain shoots through my arm, ‘and the arm. Let’s get him down to the scanner as soon as we’ve finished here, see if there’s any more damage.’
Needles are stuck into my body. I pass out, because the next thing I know I’m looking up at a machine making noises. Then I’m wheeled into a room with pale blue walls, and put into a bed. 
I don’t know how long I’m there, because I have no sense of time. I just keep slipping in and out of consciousness. My arm hurts; it’s bandaged, elevated in a sling. There’s a needle and a drip attached to my other arm. Every so often someone coaxes me with a spoon or a straw, and a different, usually pretty young girl in a white uniform sponges me down, but I’m too ill to get excited about that. Sometimes a group of people stand at the foot of my bed, and talk in low voices.
‘How many has he had up to now?’ asks a grey-haired man, presumably a doctor, to a big woman in a dark blue dress, presumably a nurse.
‘Seven.’
‘Well, his scans show he definitely has epilepsy. The health inspectors will need to be informed. How long is he usually under?’
The woman looks at a clipboard. ‘This morning’s seizure lasted about ten minutes.’
‘And the Diazepam brings him out of it?’
‘Yes.’
‘Continue with the present dose. I’ll speak to the health inspectors. It will most likely mean the institution.’
I drift away, thinking about what health inspectors do. One whiff of anyone falling ill the inspectors class them as diseased, locking them away in institutions. Every town and city has an institution, dark, depressing buildings, with big steel doors, and bars on the windows. We all know what they get up to in there: experiments, treatments, attempts at cleansing that usually end in death. Saul’s brother, Emmett, is in one. Saul doesn’t like to talk about Emmett much.
There’s no danger of me going to an institution. I know for a fact I’m clean. The doctor must be talking about some other poor sod.
I press my tongue against my teeth. It still hurts.
As time goes on I become more aware of my surroundings. For most of the time I’m alone with nothing to look at but the four walls. Men in dark suits with badges labelled ‘Health Inspector’ come and go, but I get no other visitors. I don’t expect the Rockets to come. They can’t risk being caught by the guards, who don’t come, either, but I hear them mentioned more than once. It seems in my present state I’m not that a big risk to security.
‘It’s definitely the institution for him. He won’t be a danger to anyone there.’
I let out a low groan.
‘Oh, so you’re with us this morning, are you?’ asks the grey- haired doctor, peering down at me over his glasses. ‘How are you feeling? Travis, is it?’
‘Like crap,’ I mutter. ‘What’s all this about an institution? You only put the unclean in one of those. I’m clean.’
The doctor pulls up a chair. ‘Have you ever heard of a condition called epilepsy?’ I shake my head. ‘Well, you’ve been fitting constantly since you came in here, and we’ve done all the tests. You have it.’
I frown. My brain is fuzzy and confused. ‘But I haven’t got a disease.’
‘It isn’t a disease as such,’ says the doctor, ‘not like cancer or diabetes used to be. It’s caused by electrical disturbances in the brain. One of those things, unfortunately, and there are many sufferers.’
My heart thuds. ‘What’s – epilepsy? – and what’s it got to do with the institution?’
‘Years ago epilepsy was considered to be a type of madness. Sufferers were hidden away in places called asylums. Over the years excellent medication and surgery meant they were able to lead relatively normal lives, until they discovered that cleansing couldn’t eradicate it, and surgery became more risky with an increasingly high death rate. It will always need to be treated. It’s a condition that can’t be wiped out.’
‘Can you catch it?’ I ask quietly. ‘I mean how did I get it?’
‘It may have just developed, or you had a bang on the head at some point in your life; and no, you can’t catch it.’
‘So why...?’
‘You know illness – any type of illness – is considered to be a threat to humankind, and the institutions are there to protect the clean. Epilepsy medication is no longer available to the public without hospital intervention. I’m sorry,’ he gets up from his chair, ‘the inspectors have made their decision.’ He nods to the nurse, and they leave the room.
I stare at the door, my brain reeling. So there’s no cure for this epilepsy thing! I can’t pass it on, but the inspectors say I have to be locked away! It’s a life sentence, or worse!
I have to get out of here!
I drag the needle from my good arm. Blood gushes everywhere, on the sheets, on the floor. I get up quickly from the bed, and immediately flop down again. I’m so weak; everything hurts! My broken arm throbs like mad. I sit up more slowly, trying to regain my balance, but the room won’t stop spinning. I stand up, and make my way carefully to the locker to see if my clothes are there. It’s empty. The sods have taken my clothes! I’m not going to get very far in this gown with my arse sticking out!
The door is probably locked, too; doors usually are here. I’m not sure I have the strength to climb out of the window, with only one good arm. I try the door, anyway. It opens! I peep into the corridor, empty except for a large trolley full of sheets. Nervously I creep out of my prison, without any idea of where I’m going, not caring about the trail of blood I leave behind.
I need to find something else to wear. I stagger along the corridor, before I come across a door labelled ‘Locker Room’. I have to hide behind the linen trolley when the door opens, and someone comes out. The footsteps stop for a moment, and then they carry on. I wait for them to fade away before I dare to venture out, and make for the locker room. I open the door slowly, listening for voices. When I’m sure the room is empty I go inside.
There are clothes hanging up on pegs, white lab coats, blue boiler suits, black trousers, and the white smocks the orderlies wear. I choose a blue boiler suit, the nearest I find to my size. If I’m able to pass for a hospital employee maybe I could sneak out of the building. It fits all right, except the sleeves are a bit long.
The door bangs open, and I’m surrounded by orderlies. I’m too weak to fend them off. My sleeve is forced up; something sharp pierces my arm. Then the room swirls into a mass of colours, and I know no more.
When I wake up the first thing I see is a window high above my head, from where a beam of light shines on the opposite wall; moonlight or daylight, I’m not sure which. It takes a while for my eyes to become accustomed to my surroundings. I’m able to make out various shapes, but what they are I can’t tell.
I sit up carefully in the creaking bed, shoving away rough blankets. Although every bone and every joint in my body hurts I try to manoeuvre my legs over the side, but a cold metal bar, some sort of rail, stops me. I manage to climb over it, and I gasp as my feet touch cold stone. Shivering, I run my good hand through my hair; I’m beginning to realise where I am.
‘Hey,’ whispers a voice urgently, ‘get back into bed!’
‘Who’s there?’
‘Shh! Just get back into bed! There’ll be trouble if the droids catch you up before the bell goes!’
‘Droids?’
‘Yeah. They’ll be in to wake us soon, but before then no one is allowed up.’
‘So if you want to pee,’ says another voice, ‘you’ll have to boil it, or wet the bed.’
I do want to pee now he’s said that!
‘Stop winding him up, Hudson!’ snaps the first voice. Hudson? Saul’s surname is ‘Hudson’. ‘Use the bottle on the locker if you need to pee, lad.’
I make a face at the dark, annoyed at being told what to do by someone I can’t see. ‘Who are you? Head bleedin’ boy or something?’
There’s a snort. ‘Nice one!’
‘Shut it, Hudson!’
‘There are lots of rules here, and Kappelhoff makes sure we stick to all of them,’ says Hudson. ‘He’s the ward creep, and sucks up to Them Upstairs!’
‘I said shut it, Hudson!’ says Kappelhoff. ‘I’m no creep; I just make sure none of us risk the penalties for rule breaking, that’s all.’
‘I’ll get up if I want to,’ I snap, and jump when I hear the loud clanging of a bell.
A woman’s voice announces, ‘Six o’clock, young gentlemen!’
A bright light comes on. I blink at two figures in black dresses and white caps.
‘Nuns?’
‘Droids, programmed as nuns,’ whispers the boy in the next bed. ‘No bedside manner here, mate!’
‘Time to wake up!’ The nun speaking has a severe, unsmiling face. ‘Come along! Sit up, please!’
‘You!’ shouts the other nun. She’s tall and strong, and grabs me roughly by my night shirt, forcing me back onto the foot of the bed. She lowers the metal bed rail, and bundles me back beneath the sheets. ‘You know the rules, boy! You stay in bed until we get you out!’
‘Gently, Sister Augusta; his arm is injured,’ says the other droid sternly. ‘He is a new inmate, and only came to Number Forty last night. He has not had time to learn the rules yet.’
I stare at the other ‘inmates’, nine other lads around my age. Eight of them are pale and colourless, dressed in the same starched grey pyjamas, sitting up, or lying in metal beds with grey blankets. Only two other beds besides mine have rails. Our white sheets and pillowcases are crisp and clean.
I’m sure the ninth face belongs to Saul’s brother, Emmett Hudson. His appearance and surname give him away. The Hudsons’ origin is a country called Nigeria, although they’re British-born – immigration to Britain has been illegal since twenty thirty-two. Emmett has a look of Saul. He grins at me with large white teeth, the way Saul grins. I feel a pang, homesick for my old mates. 
I take in my surroundings. Each bed has a small locker next to it with three plastic bottles on the top. We all have our own small table at the foot of our beds, and there are washbasins at the end of the room. The floor is lined with stone tiles, the walls made of solid concrete. I look up at the window. It’s too small to climb through, even if I could reach it. Everything in the room is neat and clean, with no dust anywhere. It’s almost sterile.
‘I told him to get back into bed, Mother Superior.’ I recognise the voice: that’s Kappelhoff. He’s a very thin lad, with large, bulging eyes. ‘He wouldn’t listen to me.’
Mother Superior ignores him, and turns to me. ‘Inmates are not allowed out of bed until the nuns and the orderlies assist them, my dear. It is for safety reasons. You have bed rails in case you convulse in your sleep, and fall out of bed. Please make sure you obey this rule. Do you understand?’
‘What if we need the bog?’
‘He means the toilet,’ Kappelhoff jumps in.
‘There are bottles within easy reach for overnight use,’ says Mother Superior, pointing to the bottles on top of my locker, ‘and for the bowels you ring the bell there to call an orderly to take you to the toilet.’
‘Hudson lied, Mother,’ begins Kappelhoff. ‘He said...’
‘Never mind, Mr Kappelhoff, I can quite well believe what Mr Hudson said.’ Mother Superior frowns at Hudson, who sneers back. ‘By the way, young gentlemen, this is Mr Travis. At least that was what the hospital said he was called. Correct, Mr Travis?’
I shrug. Mr Travis! Mother Superior claps her hands, and three men appear, dressed like the orderlies at the hospital. They’ll be droids, too.
‘Toilet round,’ says Mother Superior, ‘then medication, then showers, and into the hall for breakfast.’
I’m desperate now, so I reach for a bottle. The orderlies collect the used bottles, and wheel those of us who need it to the toilet for ‘the bowels’. I don’t need to go, but I want to get away from the other inmates to sort out my whirling head. The unsmiling, silent orderly sits me down on the toilet, then leaves. I’m amazed I’m allowed to have any privacy.
My head feels like it wants to burst. The walls and the lights blur in an alarmingly familiar way, and I’m unable to stop myself from sinking into the void. I soon find myself back in my bed, with Mother Superior bending over me.
‘Doctor is on his way,’ she says in an unexpectedly kind voice. ‘You sleep for a while. You can eat later.’
There’s nothing else to do, since my body feels like lead. I close my eyes, thinking about the Rockets. Do Jenna, Saul and the others have any idea what’s become of me? I doubt it. I dream of an escape, of the Rockets breaking in, finding me, busting me out, but how can they if they don’t even know where I am?
When I wake up Emmett Hudson is sitting on the edge of my bed, a tray resting on his lap.
‘Soup,’ he says. ‘Mother told me to feed you, because the Sisters and the orderlies are busy. Someone went loopy, so they’re busy calming him down.’ He dips the spoon into the soup. ‘It’s chicken. It won’t poison you; the food’s good here. Come on, try some.’
Slowly I sit up, and reach for the tray, but Hudson pulls it away. ‘Leave it. Leptos are spoon-fed after their seizures, in case they have another fit and choke, or spill the food. Anyway, your arm’s bust, so you can’t balance the tray. They’ll do me if you burn yourself! You heard Mother this morning. They’re safety mad in here. We don’t do much for ourselves, except the work they give the fitter ones, and even that isn’t much.’
I fall back against my pillows. Being spoon-fed by an inmate! This place isn’t scary, it’s weird!
‘So how come you’re here without an escort, and allowed to feed me soup?’ I ask. ‘What if you have a seizure?’
‘I’m not a lepto, mate,’ says Hudson. ‘I’m here for, er, another reason. I could get violent if I want to, but don’t worry, they’d zap my probe if I did. Besides, we’re being watched.’
‘Probe?’ My hand flies to my neck. There’s a small lump there. Hudson laughs.
‘Yeah, they injected you. They use the probes to stop us from doing things we’re not supposed to do, like try to escape. They can tell every movement from that probe. They won’t zap you when you fit, though; they know you can’t help that, but you’ll sure as hell feel the pain when they do!’
I study Hudson’s face closely as he calmly mixes the soup.
‘Why didn’t they zap me this morning when I got out of bed? If they knew I was breaking the rules...’
‘The nuns came in. Are you going to have this soup before it gets cold?’
I eat the soup hungrily; it tastes delicious. Hudson offers the spoon again, and I take another mouthful.
‘I know your brother,’ I tell him. ‘You’re Emmett, aren’t you?’
He shrugs. ‘Hudson will do.’
‘Saul’s my mate. He talks about you all the time.’ That’s a lie. I like Hudson, and I want him to think someone on the outside cares about him. ‘He told me where you were. He worries about you. Why are you in here?’
He takes a deep breath. ‘I killed my stepfather. He beat my mum to death, so I hit him with a hammer, and buried him. The guards knew what I’d done because of the probe. They found him, and then they came after me. I just let them take me so they wouldn’t shoot me. I managed to escape the death penalty by pleading insanity, and by agreeing to let the shrinks examine me.’
I know about Saul’s mum, but not the rest. So that’s why Saul never talks about his brother.
‘They had a field day. They decided I couldn’t function in normal society, said I was mentally deranged; and I liked to drink, too, see. You know what they think of under age drinkers, so they put me in here for that, too. I’ve been here for three years.’ He feeds me another spoonful. ‘Anyway, we know your name is Travis, and you’re a lepto. We heard them bringing you in last night. What we don’t know is how they caught you.’
I tell him about the fight, the seizures, and the hospital reporting me to the inspectors. I tighten my fists. ‘They won’t keep me here! You can bet on that! Ouch!’
That’s the first time my probe is ‘zapped’.
‘Forget it, mate,’ says Hudson, ‘you’re here for the duration. The only way you’ll get out is when you’re dead. Even then you’ll be buried in the grounds.’
A voice booms from somewhere, ‘That’s enough, Mr Hudson. Let Mr Travis sleep now.’
I stare wildly around the room. ‘Where did that come from?’
‘I told you, they’re watching us,’ says Hudson, standing up. ‘Well, sweet dreams!’
He picks up the tray and leaves.



2. Institution
Within days I learn the routine of Number Forty
Institution, and what’s expected of me as an inmate. They wake us at six every morning. I take my Tegretol medicine, shower, put on my blue cotton trouser suit, and eat my breakfast with the other inmates in the big hall. The Sisters serve porridge, toast, and tea. There are about five hundred other boys, all between the ages of ten to eighteen, with various mental and incurable conditions I can’t put names to. There are no girls here; they have their own institution somewhere else. One strict rule is no talking at meal times, but occasionally Hudson whispers the odd piece of information.
‘See him on that table over there, with the greasy hair?’ Kappelhoff hisses at Hudson to shut up, but Hudson ignores him. ‘That’s Brennan. He’s got manic depression. Tried to top himself twice. The one next to him is Howard; he’s got a brain injury. He can’t do anything for himself.’
Except for the look of misery on his face Brennan looks like any other lad, but Howard’s small body is twisted uncomfortably in a chair. I catch his eye. He laughs, waving back.
‘Come along, Mr Howard,’ says Sister impatiently as she presses a spoonful of porridge to his lips. 
Up until dinnertime we’re divided into our various age groups, and given a form of education: reading, writing, drawing, and work with numbers. After a dinner of sandwiches we enjoy an hour’s fresh air in the exercise compound if it isn’t raining, then the healthier lads have to help with preparing the evening meal in the kitchens, cleaning the toilets, or tidying the wards. When my arm heals I have to muck in with the rest. Supper is at six, nearly always a stew, with vegetables and potatoes. We’re given more medication, an hour’s free time, and sent to bed at seven-thirty.
There are no clocks, but we always know the time because Mother Superior announces the hour. She has our day timetabled to the second.
On my second day I have an interview with the institution director, a Professor Michael Charles Chase. Sister Augusta escorts me to his office on the top floor of the building. She knocks, and a voice tells us to come in.
‘Welcome to Number Forty Institution, Mr Travis,’ says the professor, indicating a chair. Professor Chase is a balding man, wearing a dark suit, a white lab coat, and small, gold-rimmed glasses. I wonder if he’s a droid, too, but they don’t usually get the top jobs. Droids are generally designed to serve, like maids or, in the institution’s case, nuns and orderlies. The professor smiles, but his grey eyes are cold.
‘I am a neurosurgeon as well as a trained psychiatrist,’ he says. ‘Do you know what that means?’
‘You’re a head doctor,’ I reply shortly.
‘That’s right. I also oversee the management of this establishment. I am responsible for the mental health and welfare of all the boys. In your particular case you have epilepsy. Here I can maintain your safety, and the safety of the public in the outside world.’
He pauses, presumably for me to say something. When I don’t his fake smile fades. ‘You have been probed. Do you understand what that means?’
‘Yeah.’ And I’m still narked about it! ‘You’ve stuck one in my neck!’
‘We didn’t detect an ID probe when you arrived, so you have one now. Not only will it identify you as an individual, it is to make sure you follow the rules here, and don’t do anything – rash.’
‘Like what?’ I snarl. ‘Try to escape, you mean?’
‘Escape is impossible,’ he states, ‘but the probe will prevent you from attempting, yes. It is also to ensure you do not become violent. Abusive behaviour is not tolerated. If you disobey our rules you will receive a small electric current from the probe. However, while we are restrictive here, we are not unkind. We will see to it that you get daily medical treatment, and have regular sessions with our duty psychotherapist.’
‘If there’s no cure for what I’ve got,’ I interrupt, ‘then I don’t know why you’re bothering.’
‘This is a specialist hospital, Mr Travis, not a prison. You are not here to serve a sentence, you are here to live out your days comfortably. There are fifty trained androids on hand should you suffer a seizure. You had one yesterday morning. We took care of you, did we not?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Then you will appreciate our efforts. You will of course be aware that all uncontrolled medical conditions are unacceptable in everyday society. There is no room for physical or mental deficiency in our world today. That is the reason why the institutions exist.’
‘To protect the clean,’ I finish in a bitter voice. ‘I know. I’ve seen the publicity.’
‘It is the law of the land.’ The professor presses a button on the corner of his desk, and a nun enters the room. ‘Take Mr Travis back to his ward, please. Good morning, Mr Travis.’
‘Loser,’ I mutter on my way out, and receive a shock from the probe for my trouble.
Hating Chase keeps me sane; so does my plan to escape. It’s the only thing occupying my mind, but I know it won’t be easy. I might even die trying.
We’re constantly watched, our every move observed, our every word monitored. The windows are too high to reach, and covered with metal bars, anyway. Then there are the probes. You only have to bare your teeth at someone, and they ‘zap’ you.
The days drag slowly. It isn’t the harsh and cruel life I’ve come to expect, it’s just dull. The boredom is sometimes unbearable. The dark, dismal surroundings don’t do much to help the depressed amongst us. There’s talk of suicide. The younger kids cry a lot. I get to know the other lads on my ward, but we don’t make friends; we only tolerate one another. I tolerate Hudson the most, and Kappelhoff the least.
Every week I have to visit the psychotherapist. I’m deliberately stroppy, he’s irritatingly cheerful.
‘So how are we today, Mr Travis?’ he asks.
It’s probably my sixth visit. I’ve lost count.
I slouch in the chair. ‘How d’you think? Bored witless, and wondering what the hell I’m doing here!’
I shudder. The probe doesn’t like that.
Alexander scribbles notes. ‘Not settled in very well, then?’
‘Like I said, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’m not a bloody mental case, not like some of them in here!’
‘You don’t have to be a mental case, as you put it. You have incurable epilepsy. You’ve had a total of, let me see, eight seizures in all since you’ve been here.’
‘Doesn’t make me a nutter, though; and it doesn’t mean I have to sit here listening to the crap coming out of your gob!’
Another shock.
‘Epilepsy can be a debilitating condition when seizures occur regularly,’ says Dr Alexander calmly. ‘It can get you down, make you depressed. You seem very depressed to me.’
‘Are you surprised?’ I shout, clasping my neck, and groaning irritably. ‘They’ve thrown me in this dump to rot! Even the bloody mice are depressed in here!’
‘Yes. Well, I will speak to Professor Chase about putting you on a course of mild sedation. This is our sixth session, and you show no signs of settling down. You are restless. I will suggest a course of treatment which won’t affect your epilepsy medication.’
When the ten minutes are over a nun takes me to the dining hall, and afterwards we all go out into the exercise compound, a piece of land with gravel and grass, surrounded by a high perimeter fence. It isn’t powered with nuclear energy; I suppose all they have to do is to activate our probes if we try to scale it. I’m not going to let that stop me! My mind’s made up. I’m out of here!
There are two orderlies on exercise duty. Me, Hudson, and some others have a ball to play with, kicking it, throwing it, catching it; other lads are just sitting around, talking. Kappelhoff is alone as usual. We stray quite close to the fence facing the woods, and I’m about to throw the ball to Hudson, when my eyes wander towards the trees. I look around for the droids; they’re fussing over a couple of the lads at the other end of the compound, telling them to get up off the damp ground.
I see my chance.
Hudson calls for the ball. I throw it, but not at him. I aim it high enough so it easily clears the fence, watching as it rolls on the other side.
‘What the – Travis! You plank, that was our only ball! Ow!’ Hudson staggers sideways as his probe reacts.
‘Shush!’ I hiss. I stare at the ball, lying on the grass near the edge of the trees. ‘I’ll get it.’
Immediately the others surround me. Hudson grabs my arm. ‘Travis, you’ll never make it!’
‘Keep an eye on the droids – and Kappelhoff. I’m going over.’
‘But you’ll be seen!’ says another lad. ‘You won’t make it. You’ll – you’ll be shot!’
I laugh. ‘Who’s going to shoot me? I’ve never seen the droids brandishing guns!’
The lad is about to say something else, when Hudson holds him back. ‘Let Travis find out what’ll happen. If he won’t believe us, he’s going to have to learn the hard way.’
I start to climb the fence.
‘Gather together,’ Hudson says to the others. ‘Come on, shield him.’
I’ve climbed loads of fences in my time, so I don’t find this one difficult, and I don’t expect to get over without being seen. Kappelhoff’s voice is the first to call out.
‘Orderlies, Travis is on the fence!’
Hudson is on top of Kappelhoff like a flash, but the shock from his probe is strong enough to throw him to the ground. For some reason mine isn’t affected, so I carry on. The droids don’t come after me, either; they just stand together, shoulder-to-shoulder, watching, like they’re waiting for something to happen. The lads watch, too. No one comes running out shouting at me to stop! I don’t care why. I think, naïvely, I’m going to get away with it.
I jump to my freedom, landing heavily on my arse, but I’m not hurt. I throw the ball into the compound, and start to run.
I don’t get far when a laser shower strikes inches away from my head, scorching the grass, and a loud, mechanical voice orders, ‘Stand still!’
So that’s why the droids haven’t moved!
How many guards are there? I see only one, crunching its way towards me through the trees, its eyes burning like fire, its huge, metal hands snapping like pincers. For a moment I’m rooted to the spot, then I’m on the move again.
POW! Another beam misses my back foot. I stumble, but I’m determined not go down without a fight. It’ll most likely catch me, and kill me. Being dead is better than living out my days in Number Forty Institution, but then again I might just make it!
‘You have three seconds to give yourself up!’ it states.
‘Or what, metal nuts?’ I stick up two fingers at it before legging it into the forest.
Boom! Boom! Boom! The ground shakes beneath me as the robot chases me through the trees. It knocks them out of its way as easily as I might knock over a bottle. With every step it takes it gets closer, its beams flying at me from all angles. The forest is thick, branches smack my face, but I keep going.
I try to outwit it. I dodge this way and that, in and out of tree trunks. I hear the sound of cracking behind me: it’s felling more trees to clear its path. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see another machine heading my way: reinforcements! Now I have nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. I collapse in the undergrowth, sweating, panting, and soon I’m looking up at two metal giants, before my world turns black. I’m a dead man for sure.
I’m not dead. I’m back on the ward with a sore tongue. Hudson looks down at me, a tray of soup on his lap, shaking his head. ‘Told you,’ he says. I think he’s disappointed for me.
I become an overnight hero for at least trying to get away. Even Kappelhoff says he’s sorry, but I blacken his eye for squealing on me, getting a shock as a reward.
Chase calls me a troublemaker, and acts on Alexander’s advice by having me sedated. At first I refuse, fighting and lashing out, but the nuns hold me down, so Sister Augusta can inject me in the arm. This happens every morning for a week, until I simply accept my fate, and roll up my sleeve.
‘I’m glad you’ve seen sense at last, Mr Travis,’ says Sister, throwing the used needle into a yellow bucket.
Sedation makes me sleepy and confused. I spend my days in a sort of dream world, with echoing voices, rooms spinning, and faces sweeping in and out of focus. Dr Alexander comes and goes. I haven’t the strength to be awkward. I bet he’s pleased to have me where he wants me. I hear the word ‘calmer’ a few times, but the fits keep coming. I’ve started to have funny visions now, too, crazy episodes where I walk in soft, gritty, golden dust which feels cool beneath my bare feet as water washes over it. It looks like the sea from the picture books. I’m wandering amongst people who are barely dressed. Some of them are near-naked girls, which makes me smile. Now I’m in a street with people wearing colourful clothes; oddly-shaped cars pass along the road, buildings rise tall in the sky, and there isn’t a robot in sight. There are no fires burning in the streets, either. It’s a world I’d like to know better, if it were real.
Then suddenly I’m back in bed, my limbs heavy like lead, the usual post-seizure feeling. I’m not often aware of anything during a fit; I don’t usually have visions. I’ve no idea what they mean.
After one of these episodes Professor Chase stands at the bottom of my bed with Mother Superior and Dr Alexander. The only other person in the ward is a nun sorting out linen.
‘The seizures are getting more violent and more prolonged, and we are spending more time on the care of this boy each day,’ says Chase. ‘I think we should increase the medication.’
‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ replies Alexander. ‘The Valerian sedative can very powerful if the dose is too high, and we’re combining it with Tegretol. I suspect both drugs are reacting badly with one another. Perhaps if we took him off the Valerian...’
‘No!’ snaps Chase. ‘It keeps him passive. I just think his condition has worsened.’
‘There is another possibility, sir,’ says Mother Superior.
‘Well?’
‘You could always consider surgery.’
A shot of electricity tingles through my body that has nothing to do with the probe. I open my mouth to speak, but the words won’t come out.
‘But epileptic surgery hasn’t been carried out in decades,’ protests Alexander. ‘You know very well it was outlawed in twenty forty-nine after the death rate increased. Anyway, there’s no one alive trained to carry out such a procedure.’
‘That’s where you are wrong, Dr Alexander,’ sneers Chase. ‘My methods are a little unorthodox, but I will rid the boy of this scourge once and for all.’
‘And if you do, will Travis be allowed to leave the institution? If it’s a success it will render him clean.’
Chase smiles. ‘How would we explain that to the inspectors? Besides,’ he shrugs his shoulders, ‘the boy will very likely suffer some mental defects as a result. Parts of the brain may need some extensive work. His condition might be cured, but the side effects could be severe. At least we’ll save on the medication.’
I open my mouth and scream.
Hudson asks urgently if I’m all right. Just as well Alexander, Chase and the nun can’t hear us; Hudson isn’t even in the room. He doesn’t have to be, because we’re using a couple of thought pods he’s taken from Alexander’s office while he’s been in there cleaning.
‘Serves him right for not locking them away,’ laughs Hudson.
It’s the first time I’ve ever seen one up close, because only the richers can afford thought pods. They’re designed to do what it says on the publicity: you can communicate without being overheard. The authorities use them, so there’s no incentive to get them banned; anyway, most richers are in authority. Pods are small, flat, metallic objects, only as big as a thumbnail. I’ve no idea how Hudson has lifted them without being seen. The guards and the droids can’t detect them when they’re in use, because artificial life forms can’t think. Even so, pods can still be found outside the body with device detectors. It isn’t long before the nuns come to the ward to search us.
They make us strip off our clothes, but Hudson has hidden the pods well – under his tongue. I admire his guts, because soon we’re subjected to a body search.
While they’re busy examining Kappelhoff’s backside I feel the light touch of a finger against my hand. I close my fist over the pod stuck to the tip of Hudson’s finger. From what I’ve heard the best way to use a pod is to place it in the palm of your hand, and think about what you want to say, but as long as it touches the skin somewhere on the body it will work. Thoughts from the other person using a pod just drop into your head. Hudson’s thoughts come through loud and clear.
‘Put it in your mouth,’ he says. ‘Try not to let them see you, though.’
I cough, putting my hand over my mouth, and slip the pod on my tongue.
‘Now swallow it.’
‘Eh?
‘Swallow it!’
I gulp it down.
Having finished searching Kappelhoff the droids have moved to the next boy. I catch him gazing at me suspiciously as he dresses. Ignoring the command to stay in line he marches towards me. ‘What’s that you’ve just put in your gob?’
‘Nothing. Sod off, Kappelhoff!’
‘Get back in line, Mr Kappelhoff,’ barks a nun.
‘He put something in his mouth, Sister!’
‘Listen to the guy, will you?’ snaps Hudson. ‘There’s nothing in his gob.’ He grabs his wrist tightly. ‘Get lost, creep! You’ve got nothing on him, so bugger off!’
The nuns separate us, and we part, reeling from our shocks. I try to keep calm as a Sister inspects my mouth with the detector. At last she says, ‘Clear.’
Sister Augusta frowns at Kappelhoff. ‘I will talk to you later, Mr Kappelhoff.’
Kappelhoff watches us closely for a few days, but we give nothing away. We’re able to chat without being spied on. The only thing we have to do is make sure we don’t crap the pods down the bog!
And I don’t fancy swallowing mine again after that!
My screams make Chase angry.
‘Shut him up,’ he barks at Mother Superior. ‘Use more Valerian.’
‘It’s all right,’ says Dr Alexander. ‘I’ll do it.’
He fills the syringe, and Chase and Mother Superior watch as he feeds the needle into my arm. I try to fight sleep long enough to tell Hudson about the surgery before the drug finally takes hold. His voice comes through faintly.
‘What’s going on?’ he asks. ‘How are you? I’ve just seen Alexander and Chase, but they won’t tell me anything. Hey, man, that seizure you had was something else!’
‘You could feel my seizure?’
‘Not only feel, but see. Your mind was empty, but at the same time it was like you were seeing people in your head, and talking to them, holding a conversation. It was fantastic!’
‘What was I saying?’
‘I couldn’t make sense of a lot of it, but I heard the words “two thousand and nine”. The pictures were a bit jumbled, but I think I saw the sea, and a beach.’
Two thousand and nine is just a number; it means nothing to me. I lie back on the pillows, staring into space, feeling myself getting drowsier.
‘I’m OK; still weak, but better. They’ve sedated me, so I haven’t got long. Chase wants to operate on my brain. Epileptic surgery, it’s called. Alexander disagrees. He says it’s dangerous, because a lot of people died from surgery years ago. The doctor at the hospital said that, too. It’s outlawed, but Chase wants to do it, and soon, I think. I need...’ my eyes are closing, ‘...to get away...’
‘Travis! Travis!’ calls Hudson, but I’m drifting away.



3. Escape
I open my eyes and see the droid nun, still sorting out the linen.  It seems like only a few minutes have passed since falling asleep, which makes me believe that the drug Alexander has given me is not strong enough to send me off completely. I’m surprised when he suddenly appears at the door.
‘Leave the linen, Sister Eugenie,’ he says to the droid. ‘Professor Chase wants to see you.’
When I see the nun looking at me I close my eyes to make her think I’m fast asleep.
‘Don’t worry. I’ll stay with Travis. I need to do some tests on him, anyway.’
I open an eye slightly, and watch her leave the ward. Alexander comes to my bed. I may not feel sleepy any more, but I’m still dazed. I sit up. ‘What’s...?’
‘Quiet,’ he mouths, placing his finger on my lips. He puts his mouth close to my ear, but he doesn’t speak. ‘Where is it?’ His thoughts penetrate my mind. ‘The pod, Travis; where’s the pod? I know you have one.’
I hesitate. I don’t trust Alexander, but I don’t feel strong enough to lie to him, either.
‘Swallowed it. How did you know?’
‘One pod can track the thoughts transmitted by another if the signal is strong enough. Since they went missing I’ve been trying to track them. I’ve been able to pick up on bits of your conversations with Hudson. Oh, don’t worry,’ Alexander adds as I try to interrupt, ‘I’m not going to report you. The droids can only detect your behaviour through the probes, not your thoughts, but Chase has a pod. Luckily for you he can’t have been using it recently; otherwise you’d both be in trouble.’
It hasn’t occurred to me that Chase can detect us with a pod of his own!
‘Well, now what?’ I ask.
‘Now we get you out of here,’ replies Alexander. ‘Chase is serious about this operation. I can’t let it go ahead. You’ll die.’
‘There is no way out!’
‘There is! Travis, your seizures can set you free!’
My eyes widen.
‘Like Hudson, I could tell what was going on in your head when you had that fit earlier today.’ Alexander is different; he’s animated, edgy, excited, a different person to his usual, stuffy self. I wonder if he’s bladdered. ‘It was a revelation! You went back to another time, many years before now, where the world was a better place. I’m not saying it was perfect, but there was no institutional suppression like there is today. No police state. You were in the year two thousand and nine. I looked it up in the history books, it was a socially and medically better place. The institutions didn’t exist then, and mental hospitals were short-term affairs. When you had your last episode you were walking along the seashore, it was a hot sunny day, and there were people on the beach, enjoying themselves. You were free. No robots. No droids. There were bad times, wars and famine in some parts of the planet, but law and order was all human, and in many places people were content.’
I’m too tired to argue. ‘You saw what I saw; so what? How will that set me free?’
‘Don’t you see, Travis?’ Alexander grips my hand. ‘You didn’t “dream” these things, you were actually there! You can’t see the past if you didn’t experience it! You did walk along the beach, and speak to these people. You went back to the year two thousand and nine. There’s something in your seizures which empowers your mind, to the extent that it can take you from one place to another!’
That’s it; he’s got to be drunk, crazy, or both! ‘So why do I always come back?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe your mind isn’t powerful enough to let you stay there, but I’m pretty sure I could make it work so you might never come back.’
I snort. ‘Say you’re right. My mind might go, but surely my body will stay behind. What about that? Won’t I need it?’
‘No, your body will go, too. You’ll be in two places at once. Oh, I know it’s hard to believe, but I have heard of this phenomenon before. In all cases epileptics lose a sense of time and place. In some isolated cases, however, and there have been reports of this in recent medical history, sufferers have stumbled into different worlds, witnessing lives they never would have witnessed, like they were drifting into some kind of parallel universe. I’ll put money on it the same thing is happening to you.’
‘But it never used to be like this!’ I interrupt. ‘It’s only since you started sedating me. I thought the drugs you were giving me were making me see things.’
‘No, it’s not the sedation. The seizures are getting more acute and powerful, and they’re the catalyst for your escape. I’m sure I can prove it!’
He presses the call button. A nun appears within seconds.
‘Fetch a wheelchair. Bring Travis to my office,’ he commands.
‘Why are we going to your office?’ I nearly say it aloud. ‘Can’t you prove whatever it is you want to prove here?’
‘I don’t have the necessary equipment here, and anyway, we’ll be seen in the ward. My office isn’t under surveillance. No one will see us there.’
‘Why should I trust you?’ The nun returns, helps me into the wheelchair, and wraps me in a blanket. ‘You had me sedated to make me behave! Why should I believe anything you say?’
‘Because I don’t want to see an injustice done, and right now I’m the only chance you’ve got of getting out of here.’ Alexander tells the Sister to wheel me out. ‘Now stop your thoughts until we get to my office. I don’t want to run the risk of being heard.’
Sister pushes me out of the ward, and we follow Alexander to his office.
‘Help him to the couch,’ he orders the nun.
I knock her hands away. ‘I can do it myself,’ I snap. ‘Pathetic, synthetic doll! Ouch!’ That one hurts more than usual.
‘Leave us,’ says Alexander.
‘I’ve got a headache,’ I whisper. ‘I want to talk now!’
He locks the door. ‘Keep using the pod. This place has ears.’
It’s then I realise he could get into serious trouble for trying to help me.
‘What are you going to do?’ I ask curiously.
‘I’m going to induce a seizure. Make it so powerful it will set you free. I’m going to use ECT.’
I don’t like the sound of that. ‘But the seizures make me weak; and what’s – that you said? I’ve never heard of it.’
‘Electro-convulsive therapy,’ he clarifies. ‘Shock treatment, an old, but very effective remedy used to treat depressives in the old days. It’s not used today, of course; the equipment is antique. The machine was left to me by my grandfather, who was also a psychotherapist. It delivers electric shocks through your brain.’
I swallow. I sense his tension rising. ‘It sounds dangerous.’
‘No; it’s just a bit uncomfortable.’
He takes out a small, grey box from a cupboard, which has a screen and lots of dials. There’s a strip of paper flowing out of the side with squiggly lines printed on it. He puts it on a trolley, pushes it towards me, and switches it on. The screen lights up with words and figures I don’t understand.
I’m a mixture of emotions: scared, hopeful, confused. I can’t make up my mind which. I don’t want a seizure forced on me, but I’m desperate to get out of this place. What if it doesn’t work? I’ll be left sick and weak for nothing.
‘Can’t we just wait until I have a natural seizure on my own?’
‘I told you, it probably won’t be strong enough,’ replies Alexander, ‘and anyway, we may not have time. You may not have another one for days. Chase has probably set the wheels in motion for the operation already. We have to do this now.’
I worry about my body in this life, and what will happen to it when I’m gone. Alexander doesn’t look at me while he fiddles with the dials. ‘I honestly don’t know what will happen to you here, Travis. It won’t be a magic disappearing act. If this works, it won’t really matter, will it?’
My heart thuds. It matters to me. I’m scared Chase will write me off as dead, and bury me alive. Alexander might not be able to stop him.
‘Try to relax, Travis.’
I sink back against the pillows, letting my mind drift towards thoughts of Hudson. He isn’t thinking back. Alexander intercepts.
‘He can’t go with you if that’s what you want.’
‘No, I know. It’s just – we’ve become sort of – well, friends. If I don’t come back I’ll always wonder what happened to him.’
‘In this place, Travis, inmates look after number one. If Hudson thought of a way of escaping he wouldn’t want you tagging along.’ He empties a couple of tablets into his hand before filling a glass with water. ‘These are painkillers. Take these first, then I’ll put the gel on your scalp.’
‘Gel?’
He takes out a small white tube from another cupboard. ‘To help the electrodes stick.’
I gulp down the tablets.
‘Now,’ he rubs on the gel and sticks down the electrodes, ‘stay still. I’ll apply the lowest current first, show you how it works.’
He turns a dial. Suddenly intense heat shoots through my head, and my body shakes uncontrollably.
‘That’s it.’ Alexander turns off the dial. ‘Only the higher current will have a more aggressive effect. You’ll likely feel your probe working, too. They’ll think you’re fighting or something. We have to hurry before they come looking for you.’
I’m panting. ‘It’s – I feel...’
I can’t get the words out. The room is spinning. I think I’m going to be sick. Alexander turns the dial again; the shock waves increase. I see a flash of blue. Cold, salty water splashes my face. A faraway voice calls out to me, ‘Travis! Where are you? What’s happening to you?’
‘Hudson!’ I call back, but another voice breaks in; a female voice I’ve never heard before. ‘Travis! Travis!’
My head explodes in agony, and I spiral into the familiar darkness.
The water makes a swishing noise. I gulp as I roll onto my back, gasping for air. My eyes stare up at a brilliant, blue sky. Large white birds hover in the air, calling to one another. Birds have almost died out in my world. Something skims through the thin white clouds, high up, two parallel trails following it. Scared, I sit up. ‘What’s that?’
‘Only a plane,’ says a girl’s voice behind me. I twist around quickly. ‘On its way to Tenerife or somewhere, I bet. I wish I was on it! What I wouldn’t give for a trip abroad right this minute!’
The girl, wearing nothing but a thin, see-through robe, a short pink top, and the shortest pink trousers I’ve ever seen, grins down at me. She’s holding a pair of sandals, and a cloth bag is draped over her shoulder.
Shivering with fright I try to use the thought pod. ‘Hudson! Dr Alexander! Are you there?’
No answer. It isn’t working, or they aren’t listening.
‘Get up, lazy bum!’ says the girl.
‘I – where...?’
‘The tide’s coming in. I thought I’d better save you before you drowned!’
She clasps my hand, and helps me to my feet. My limbs are stiff, and I’m exhausted and confused. I’m in the new world, my dream world, but this time it seems very, very real. The girl is real. My clothes are soaked by the sea. The air cools my skin, the breeze blows through my hair. My feet sink into the yellow, gritty stuff beneath my toes: sand. I dig my toes in further, relishing its softness. I realise for the first time that I don’t have any shoes on.
Who wouldn’t prefer this new, beautiful world to my old one? I only know a police state with grey, colourless buildings, unhappy people, dampness, mud, destruction, poverty, starvation, fear, suppression, fighting – and death. I’ve never seen a land like this before with people who smile.
‘It’s really happened, hasn’t it?’ I murmur. ‘I’ve really escaped the institution!’
The girl is about fifteen and pretty. I don’t recognise her accent, although she’s speaking my language. Her hair is fair, tied back from her face, and she has pale skin and pink cheeks. Her brown eyes twinkle at me. She reminds me of someone, but I can’t think who. My eyes lock with hers for a moment, and she blushes.
‘Hudson!’ I think again.
Still no reply. Of course, Hudson can’t hear me, because this isn’t his world, only mine!
If the pod doesn’t work it must mean the probe doesn’t, either. I can’t test that theory out here, not yet; I have no reason to get violent.
I gaze out at the waves, wondering what makes them roll backwards and forwards like that. The sand seems to stretch for miles. Tufts of green grass sway above the sandy mound behind us. I find out later that it’s called a ‘dune’. There are other people dotted along the beach, adults and children, running around or lazing about, half-naked like the girl. Some are in the sea. They aren’t droids. Droids don’t know how to enjoy themselves, and never dare to go near water, anyway. They must be richers. There’s laughter, happy laughter.
A white bird flies down, settling on a pole sticking out of the sand. The girl puts her sandals in the bag.
‘This is good weather for Barrasay,’ she says, ‘not usually this warm, but I bet it’ll be hotter in Tenerife.’ She wraps the robe firmly around her chest.
‘Barrasay? Tenerife? What are they?’
Laughing, she grabs my hand again. ‘Oh, Travis! You’re funny!’
‘You know my name!’
‘You told me yesterday. It’s like the band called “Travis”, that’s why I like it. I looked it up on the internet; it’s French, and it means “toll collector” at a bridge, or “to cross over”. My name means “Earth mother”. I like looking up people’s names, to see if they match their personalities.’
I haven’t a clue what she’s talking about, but that’s a good meaning for my name. I have crossed over – from another time.
‘Come on,’ she says, ‘race you to that rock!’
I’m still a bit dazed and woozy, so I follow her through the water at a slower pace, before eventually picking up speed. I reach the rock first. We lean against it, laughing as the waves wash over us. I look up at the cliff, and spot a massive hole dug deep into the side of the rock, like an entrance without a door.
‘Look at that!’
‘It’s only an old cave. We have loads of them on the island. I haven’t seen that one before, though.’
We run over to investigate. Her voice echoes eerily.  ‘Spooky, isn’t it?’
‘It’s massive.’ I’m spellbound. ‘Look up. You can’t see to the top!’
‘Come on, Travis,’ she says nervously. ‘It’s cold in here. I want to go back to the farm. I need a shower, and get this suntan off. Would you like to come? We can go for a walk when I’ve changed.’
I shake my head. I don’t want to leave the cave now I’ve found it.
‘Oh.’ She’s disappointed. ‘Well, can I see you again?’
I shrug. I don’t even know her name.
‘Tonight?’ she says. ‘We can go for a walk along the prom.’
I smile. She’s keen. Normally I would be chuffed to have a pretty girl taking an interest in me, but things aren’t exactly normal right now. I close my eyes, seeing Jenna. I wish I could speak to her, tell her how much I love and miss her.
‘I – don’t know where I’ll be tonight,’ I stammer.
Her face drops. She puts her sandals on quickly.
‘All right.’ I can’t turn down a pretty face. ‘I’ll meet you on the beach, where we were just now.’
She smiles. ‘Great. What time?’
‘I don’t know.’ I don’t have a watch or a clock. ‘I’ll meet you here, by the cave.’
‘OK. I’ll be here at six.’
A beeping noise comes from her bag. She tuts, takes out a small, black object, presses a button, and speaks into it. I hear a voice saying, ‘Demi?’
‘Yes, Mum,’ she says flatly.
I hear more words, but can’t make out what they are.
‘Yeah, all right,’ snaps the girl. ‘I’m on my way back now.’
She flings the object back in her bag.
‘Mum wants me to go to the market for her.’ She giggles. ‘Here, I’ll give you my mobile number in case you get lost tonight.’
She takes out a pen and piece of paper from her bag, and writes down a word and some numbers. She hands me the slip of paper, steps forward, and kisses me quickly on the mouth, making my spine tingle.
‘See you later,’ she says shyly, and runs off down the beach.
I glance at the paper. ‘D-e-m-i’: her name. The numbers mean nothing, and I sure as hell don’t know what a mobile is.



4. Cave
I wander back to the cave. I like the dark, the shadows, and the solitude. I feel safe in here. It’s strange that Demi knows who I am, because I don’t know her.
Bits of memory from my old life flash in my head, and I relive the moment I’m flying through time and space. If this is the year two thousand and nine I’ve travelled back ninety years!
Out at sea, something bobs on the horizon. A boat; I know about boats. I’ve seen them in the picture books, too, but not the big silver metal birds with wings, the ‘planes’. I’ve never seen one of those before now.
‘Wow! He’s done it! He’s actually set me free!’
No guards, no droids: Alexander’s right. This place, Barrasay Demi calls it: the open air, the sea, the people, the laughter, is heaven compared to the institution. I’m a fish out of water here, though. My gang will never find me, and I’ve left Hudson to rot in that dump!
I’ve also left my body behind in twenty ninety-nine! I’m worried what they might do to it if I fail to wake up. Will they think I’m dead, and bury me with all the others who have never left the institution alive? I shudder, unable to make sense of the situation I suddenly find myself in. This is weird; so totally weird!
‘It wasn’t much of a life in the institution,’ I tell myself. ‘I’m probably better off dead, anyway.’
I take off my damp clothes, and drape them across a stone. I sit, naked, for a long time, thinking about things. I’m not cold, and my strength is slowly returning. I have to work out what I’m going to do about shelter and food. I have no money. Demi might help me. She likes me. There’s also the cave; it’s a good shelter.
I watch as the tide comes closer. I could learn to fish, maybe, and if the water doesn’t flood the cave completely, I might be able to make it a home.
I’m not sure if the lower part of the cave is completely safe from flooding when the tide comes in. I look behind me; there are jagged steps going higher and deeper into the darkness. It should be drier up there. Clutching my clothes I climb up some rough rock until I come to a large, roomy cavern, with a high roof, and what looks like ledges carved out of the sides, deep enough to put stuff on, if I ever collect any stuff. There are more slabs, wide enough to be beds. I lie on one to test it out. It’s the right length and size for a makeshift bed, but all I need now is something to cushion myself against the hard surface.
I’ll need light when it gets dark. A fire will help, and that will also dry my clothes. I’m used to living by firelight. There’s a space to light a good fire, and enough room in the cavern for ventilation. There are also plenty of small rocks to make a circle for a fire, but I need stuff to burn, and something to light it with. I’ll have to find bedding, too.
I reach for my shorts. The people on the beach aren’t wearing much, but they’re decently dressed. Their clothes are wet because they’ve been in the water. I don’t want to draw attention to myself by going out there stark bollock naked!
The cavern is high enough not to be affected by the tide, but when I clamber back down to the mouth of the cave the sea is rushing in, and my exit is cut off. I’m debating how I’ll get out, when I see some rough, level stones on the right side of the cave wall. Carefully I step from one stone to the other, one foot at a time in case I slip, but I manage to get myself out, then it’s an easy climb around the exposed rocks, and out onto the beach, which is beginning to look empty now that most of the people have gone.
A man, a woman, and two children pack away their belongings, and walk away from the four white plastic beds with the long blue cushions they’ve been lying on. I see a couple of men further down the beach collecting them, folding them up, and carrying them to an awning.
I check to see if anyone’s watching, and run over to the beds, grabbing a cushion – no, two cushions, even better! They’ll make perfect mattresses, but they’re awkward to carry. I can’t run with them, so I drag them, quickly, back to the cave.
I haul them up to the cavern, place them on my slab bed, one on top of the other, and try them out. Better than the bed at the institution! No bedclothes, though: it’ll be cold at night without covers! I’ll have to rely on a fire tonight, if I ever get one started.
I go back out to the beach to find stuff to burn: bits of wood, cardboard, other rubbish. The bins are full of burnable crap, and there are plenty of empty plastic bags lying around to carry it in; except I’ve got nothing to light a fire with.
‘What yer doin’, Travis?’
Demi grins at my legs and chest. She’s fully clothed. I glance at the lowering sun. It must be around six already. The beach is almost empty now.
‘You weren’t where we said we’d meet,’ she says accusingly. ‘I thought you weren’t going to turn up, until I saw you mucking around in the bins. What are you up to?’
‘I’m going to light a fire,’ I tell her, ‘in the cave.’
‘In the cave? Won’t the tide be in?’
‘I’ve found a cavern, higher up.’ I clutch my two bags of rubbish. ‘It’s not too bad. It’s easy to get in and out. It’s big inside, and the fire will give us light; but...’
‘What?’
‘I’ve got nothing to light it with.’
‘Dad’s got a lighter,’ says Demi quickly. She giggles. ‘He’s supposed to have given up smoking, but I know he has the odd fag now and then. You wait for me by the cave. I won’t be long.’
I put the rubbish and the bits of wood in the cavern before going out to meet Demi. At last she returns, carrying a plastic bag of her own. I perk up as the aroma hits me.
Food!
‘Did you get the lighter thing?’ I ask.
‘Yeah – and...’ she holds up the bag, ‘the chippy van’s in. I got us fish and chips, crisps, and a big bottle of Cola. Let’s have a party by your camp fire!’
She soon changes her mind when she sees the sea swirling in the cave. 
‘It’s impossible, Travis!’ she gasps.
‘No, it isn’t. Come on, follow me.’
I take her hand, and we step carefully on the stones running alongside the cave wall. Demi yelps as she slides against me, grabbing my arm.
‘I can’t do it! I’ll fall!’
‘You’d get a better grip in your bare feet. Take your shoes off. Here, give me that bag first. Don’t drop it!’
She passes the bag of food to me, leans against the wall, and slips off her shoes. Slowly and gingerly we move from stone to stone until we reach the jagged steps.
‘Don’t let me fall, Travis!’
‘I won’t.’
Her eyes widen when she sees the cavern, the slabs, the ledges, and my new bed.
‘Wow, it’s big in here, isn’t it?’
‘Like a house. There’s enough space here to burn the rubbish.’ I put the food down on a slab, and pick up my trousers and shirt. ‘Still damp; a fire will get them dry in no time.’
‘Won’t it be really smoky with a fire in here, though?’
‘Not if I make a small one, enough for light, and a bit of warmth.’
I put some small stones in a circle, and fill it with bits of waste paper and wood. Then after a bit of practice I spark Demi’s lighter thing, and catch the rubbish with the flame. Soon a fire is burning. The smoke spirals upwards, disappearing when it hits the cavern ceiling.
‘There’s a hole up there somewhere,’ I point upwards, ‘acting like a chimney, but I can’t see any light. It must be really high up.’
I lay my shirt and trousers in front of the fire, and we huddle around it. The cavern lights up, and shadows dance along the walls.
‘It’s wicked in here,’ remarks Demi, in a voice which actually says, ‘It’s creepy in here!’
‘Let’s eat,’ I say hungrily. ‘I’m starving!’
We don’t have fish and chips in my world. They taste delicious. I finish my share well before Demi, who eats hers slowly. I see her watching me as I finish the last of my fish.
‘I like your tattoo,’ she says. ‘“R”. What does it mean?’
I think fast. She may not understand about the Rockets.
‘It’s not an “R”; it’s a “T” for Travis. It just looks like an “R”.’
She frowns. ‘Where’ve you come from, Travis? Are you running away? When I first saw you yesterday you seemed a bit – well, lost.’
I throw the chip paper on the fire. ‘I’m visiting.’
‘So where are you staying, at the hotel? I haven’t seen you at the campsite. Where are your parents?’
‘I’m bumming around, staying here and there, and yeah, I’m in the, er, hotel. I came without my parents.’
‘Are you a student? Taking a year out or something, and travelling around?’
I humour her. ‘Yeah; somethin’ like that.’
‘How come you’ve ended up here? Backpackers don’t often come to Barrasay. They go to more exotic places, like Australia, or Thailand, or Africa.’
‘You ask a lot of bloody questions,’ I snap, poking the fire aggressively with a stick. The probe hasn’t reacted, even though I’m pretty worked up. I hate questions. I always feel like I’m being interrogated. Where I come from questions are usually followed by some sort of punishment. ‘I’m just visiting for a few weeks, that’s all.’
‘Sorry.’ Demi nibbles her food in silence, her face suddenly miserable.
‘Nah; I’m the one who should be sorry.’ I move closer, put my arm around her. ‘To be honest when I saw this cave I wanted a bit of an adventure. It’s cool here. I thought I’d stick around for a few days.’
‘What, instead of at the hotel, in a nice warm bed?’ Demi giggles. ‘You’re mad! Why didn’t you bring your backpack? You haven’t got any warm clothes here.’
‘I’ll fetch the backpack tomorrow,’ I lie. ‘It’s fine in the hotel for now.’
For a while we say no more, just cuddle up, staring into the fire, until at last Demi checks her watch.
‘It’s nearly eight o’clock! I’d better go before Dad sends out a search party! I said I’d be back by now.’
‘I’ll walk you home.’
She blushes. ‘OK.’
‘What about the rest of this drink? We haven’t touched the crisps yet.’
‘Och, you keep them, in case you get hungry in the night.’
I put on my shirt and trousers, almost dry now except for the cuffs, and escort her back to the mouth of the cave. The sun has almost melted into the sea; the sky is an aquamarine blue with flecks of white cloud. I can still see along the now deserted beach.
‘It never gets very dark this far north,’ says Demi, ‘even this late in the summer. It’ll be light for weeks yet.’
We climb the dunes onto the grassy mound.
‘What’s that?’ I ask, pointing to what looks like small white buildings, and large coloured triangles dotted about the field in the distance.
‘The campsite,’ replies Demi. ‘We take caravans, motor homes, and tents. There’s the farmhouse where I live. We own the campsite, and the beach. Most of the people who use it are holidaymakers. That’s why I thought you were staying at the site. Come on.’
It takes us ten minutes to cross the field to the campsite. I count twenty funny-looking vans with only two wheels, some with people inside, some without, with cars parked beside them, five four-wheeled vans, and two or three triangular material dwellings – tents, Demi calls them – of different colours. 
‘It’s near the end of the season, so we’re not full just now,’ says Demi. ‘Most of this lot will be going home tomorrow. The site should be empty by the end of next week.’
‘How did the two-wheeled vans get here?’ I ask curiously. ‘They don’t have any steering.’
‘Och, don’t be such a wind-up merchant, Travis!’ laughs Demi.
Soon we come to a farmyard, passing a building with signs fixed above the wooden doors: ‘Ladies Showers and Toilets’; ‘Gents Showers and Toilets’; ‘Laundry’; ‘Washing Up’. There’s also a large barn full of hay, a cowshed, a small wooden hut with chickens clucking inside, and a vehicle with big wheels parked outside the barn.
‘Well, here we are,’ says Demi.
The house is painted pale blue. It has a white door with see-through glass, and a sign above it saying: ‘Glenbarra Farm’. A light shines in the hall, and a notice in the window reads: ‘Reception. Please ring for attention’; another one says: ‘No unauthorised vehicles beyond this point’; a third announces the opening and closing times of the Site Office.
‘Dad will have finished on the farm for the day. Want to come in?’
‘Will he mind?’
‘No. Well, yeah, he might. I mean Mum and Dad are funny about me hanging around with boys. It’s hard to explain, really.’
‘I’ll go, then.’ I don’t care either way.
‘No,’ she begs, ‘don’t go. It’ll be fine, honest.’
‘All right.’
I follow her inside. There’s a table with a large book and a pen, a small brass clock, and a brass bell. I can’t resist pressing the bell. I jump when it tingles loudly.
‘Oops!’ giggles Demi.
Another door opens. A woman appears, an older edition of Demi, with shoulder-length blonde hair, and the same, strange accent, wiping her hands on a towel.
‘Sorry, but we’re closed. Oh!’ She jumps. ‘Demi! What the hell are you playing at?’
I dart out of the door before she sees me. I suppose it’s the idea of more questions: who are you, where do you come from, what’s your name, are you on holiday...
Demi says, ‘Sorry, Mum. It was Travis’s fault, he was messing around.’
‘And who’s Travis when he’s at home?’
‘A friend.’ There’s silence. ‘He walked me home. Where is he? Travis?’ Her face appears. ‘What are you doing back there? Come in!’
I shake my head, laughing.
‘Demi!’ shouts her mother. ‘Shut the door, please, hen, there’s a draught!’
I’m able to see them clearly through the window, keeping well out of the way so they can’t see me. They’re in a room with two large brown chairs made of leather, pale yellow walls, and a patterned red carpet. I don’t know what the large screen on the wall is. The window is open, so I can hear what they’re saying.
‘Demi Fraser, your dad’ll have a hissy fit if he finds out you’ve been with a boy!’
‘Mum!’ gasps Demi. ‘Make a show of me, why don’t you! Travis is outside, listening! You don’t have a go at our Cameron when he brings his girlfriends home. He’s got about five different girls on the go!’
‘Cameron’s nearly eighteen.’
‘Travis is a student like Cameron. He’s backpacking, visiting the island.’
‘Is he staying here? I don’t recognise the name. What’s his surname?’
Demi is starting to sound irritated. ‘He’s not camping here!’
‘This is the only camp on the island, numpty! So he’s dossing around, is he?’
‘He’s staying at the hotel in Crianvarich. God, Mum, you’re so nosey! I can never bring back a friend without them being interrogated!’
‘Interrogated? Who’s being interrogated?’
A tall, heavily-built man wearing overalls enters the room, carrying a mug.
‘He is,’ says Demi. ‘Travis, I mean.’
‘Aye?’ He flops down on a chair. ‘Travis, is it?’
‘Yeah, he’s outside. He won’t come in. He’s shy.’
‘Who is he?’
‘Her new boyfriend,’ says Mrs Fraser.
‘Boyfriend!’ booms Mr Fraser. ‘We’ll see about that!’
‘Dad!’
I skirt around the back of the house. The front door creaks open, and Mr Fraser’s voice barks, ‘Where is he?’
‘Och, Dad! Leave him alone!’
‘I only want to see who he is.’
‘He’s gone,’ drifts Demi’s flat voice. ‘You’ve probably scared him off! Thanks for nothing, Dad!’
‘I won’t have lads sniffing around here. Not until I say so!’
The door slams. I creep back to the window. Mr Fraser parks himself on the chair again, and Demi stands over him, looking furious. Mrs Fraser enters from an adjoining room.
‘Are you having any tea, Dem?’ she asks. ‘It was ready ages ago.’
‘I had fish and chips,’ snaps Demi, ‘from the van.’
Mrs Fraser tuts. ‘You knew I was doing beef tonight. Well, it’ll have to stay in the oven till tomorrow. Get a cup of tea for now, hen, and there’s a piece of cake if you want it.’
‘Nah,’ says Demi grumpily, ‘I think I’ll go to bed. G’night.’
Mrs Fraser shakes her head, and goes back into the adjoining room.
Mr Fraser picks up a small box from the table, and points it at the screen on the wall. Pictures start to flicker on it. I watch, mesmerised, wondering why they just stay in that box, and don’t move around the room like they do in twenty ninety-nine.
‘Well, kiss your old dad goodnight, hen,’ he says. Demi hesitates, then bends down and kisses him on the cheek. ‘Remember Amy Campbell!’ he adds.
‘Och, aye,’ says Demi, annoyed, ‘I remember Amy Campbell!’
‘Good girl. You listen to your old dad. Sleep tight, hen.’
I wait to see if Demi comes out again, but after ten minutes she fails to show.
Time to sneak away, then.
I’m about to go, when I hear someone call out my name. I look up, and see Demi leaning out of one of the upstairs windows.
‘Sorry,’ she whispers.
I shrug.
‘Dad keeps going on and on about Amy Campbell,’ she explains. ‘She’s a girl in my school who ran off with a lad on holiday last summer. She’s the same age as me. They tracked her down in Aberdeen, and she had a baby. That’s why my parents are so strict with me. They don’t like me making friends with boys, especially the ones who come here on holiday. They say I can’t start seeing anyone till I’m seventeen. That’s two years away! They’re such hypocrites; Mum had our Cameron when she was sixteen!’
‘They’re only looking out for you,’ I tell her. ‘You don’t want to end up like that girl, do you?’
‘Oh, shut up, Travis; you sound like Dad!’
‘Sorry. I’d better go, anyway. It’s getting dark.’
‘Back to the cave?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Wish I could stay with you, but I’d be scared spending the night in the cave. Will I see you tomorrow?’
‘Maybe.’
Her face breaks into a smile. ‘Great! I’ll come and find you!’
She blows me a kiss, withdraws her head, and shuts the window.



5. Lies
That night Hudson’s voice calls to me, begging me to open my eyes, but I don’t hear him through the pod; that’s left my body, and is in my jacket pocket now. I must be dreaming. My body shakes as though someone is trying to wake me up, and there’s a bright, blinding light which hurts my eyes – then suddenly the light disappears. I’m sweating. My body is heavy, and my tongue is sore where I’ve bitten it. I’m on the floor of the cavern, not on my slab bed. My bedding is all over the place. I’ve landed on my arm broken in the fight with the Prey. It hurts when I try to move it.
Dazed, I sit up, staring for a few minutes through the mouth of the cave, where I see pale daylight, and the sea rolling up and down. The big white birds are back, flying around, calling to one another. It’s morning.
The fire has died down now. There’s a bit of rubbish and wood left, but I should collect more. I peer up at the roof, and can just make out a small crack of light, very high up; so that’s where the smoke escapes to.
My belly rumbles. I need food.
There are leftovers from last night, but the drink tastes bitter, and the crisps are stale. I’ll throw them on the fire later. When I empty the bottle I could use it to collect drinking water from somewhere. What else is there to eat? More fish? Not from the ‘chippy van’ whatever that is, but from the sea. I’ve been thinking I should learn to fish.
I clamber slowly down the steps onto the cave floor, landing in a small puddle. The tide is out, so I’m able to walk straight out to the beach instead of having to scramble over the rocks. I flex my arm, and roll my shoulder. When I examine it in the daylight I see that it’s starting to bruise.
The beach is deserted except for the birds, and it’s a lot colder and windier than yesterday. My hair and my clothes flap around wildly. I wonder if I’m about to be swept up into the grey and darkening sky. The sea is dark, too. The waves are large and angry, crashing hard against the rocks, sending sprays of water flying into the air, and there’s no sign of the sun.
Demi isn’t here yet, but I suppose it’s still early. I rummage in my pocket for the little clock to check the time. Ten minutes past six. Demi won’t even be out of bed.
I feel guilty taking the clock from the table by the door in the Frasers’ house, but they have plenty of clocks, and I need to know the time, so I’m borrowing it. It’s small and heavy. The clock face is set in a ball shape, and next to that is a type of metal bag with little sticks coming out of it.
My stomach rumbles, louder this time. I don’t fancy fish after all, not this early. My eyes follow the beach to the scraps of seaweed floating on the shore. It’s vegetation, after all. It’ll be salty, but it might be all right if I soak it in plain water. I want something else to go with it, though.
Hens! Demi’s farm has hens; and what do hens give? Eggs!
I could boil the seaweed and the eggs, so I must find water, and something to boil it in. Perhaps the water doesn’t have to be fresh: sea water might be all right.
I clamber up the dune onto the grass cliff, and stare across the plain towards the farmhouse. The first thing that strikes me is how bare the field is: the motor homes and the tents have all gone. There’s nothing but grass. I recall Demi saying it was the end of the holiday season, and that most of the holidaymakers would be going today, but I’m surprised to see they’ve left already.
I hear the sound of machinery in the distance as I leg it across the field. I know farmers start their day early. Mr Fraser will be about, probably with farmhands helping with the cows and other work. I’ll have to be careful I don’t get caught nicking the eggs. I feel guilty, but I’m hungry, and I’ve got no money for food. I lick my lips at the thought of eating boiled eggs. 
The chickens are roaming around the yard, pecking at the ground. I run to the coop, open the door, and go in. As I grab a handful of eggs a voice behind me shouts, ‘Hey!’
I jump up. There’s a man striding towards me with a pitchfork in his hand. He’s shirtless, showing off big, rippling muscles. I try to dodge him, but I’m not quick enough. A large hand pulls at my jacket, and I’m dragged backwards.
‘What have you got there?’ His accent is broader than Demi’s.
‘Nothin’!’
He has his arm around my neck now. I claw at it, trying to get it off, but he’s too strong for me.
‘Lyin’ little git, I saw you put somethin’ in your pocket!’ He puts his free hand in my pocket, takes out an egg, crushes it, and rubs its goo in my face. ‘Thievin’ little toerag!’
‘Angus!’ shouts another man’s voice. ‘What’s going on?’
‘It’s this lad, Mr Fraser,’ says Angus. ‘I caught him liftin’ the eggs!’
I recognise Demi’s dad from last night.
‘Well, there’s no need to strangle him, for God’s sake!’ He pulls Angus’s arm away from me. I stumble forward, coughing. Egg drips from my face. ‘The last thing I need is you being up for murder! Is it true what Angus says, lad? Were you stealin’ my eggs?’
I nod, unable to speak.
‘There! I told you!’ says Angus triumphantly. ‘I’m goin’ to ring the polis...’
‘Travis!’ Demi is running towards us, dressed in her pyjamas. She flings her arms around my neck. ‘Where’ve you been?’
‘You know him?’ asks her dad.
‘Yeah, it’s Travis, the boy who walked me home that time.’ Demi lifts my head up. ‘Oh, Travis, you’re dead thin!’
‘I – I was hungry,’ I reply quietly. ‘Sorry, mate.’
I have no idea what happens next. Faces fade into the distance, the world turns over, and I disappear into my familiar dark world. When I open my eyes I see Demi bending over me, crying.
‘Travis! Travis! You’re all right!’
‘Of course he’s all right! Move away now, Demi, I need to examine this young man.’
‘Come on, Demi, hen,’ I hear a woman say.
I can’t seem to move my head. I’m lying, warm and snug, in a comfortable bed, looking at walls covered in pictures of gorgeous girls with barely anything on. I’m wearing some sort of suit with red and white checks. The pod! My jacket and trousers are lying on a chair. I hope no one has been through the pockets and found it, or the clock!
Demi’s sniffles die away as the door closes. Her face is replaced by one belonging to a friendly-looking man with grey hair. I think he’s Dr Alexander at first.
‘I’m Dr MacIntyre,’ he says. ‘Is Dr Alexander your doctor at home?’
‘Yeah.’
‘How long have you had epilepsy, Travis?’
‘Don’t know.’ I rub my forehead. ‘Months.’
‘Are the tonic-clonic seizures usually severe?’
‘I pass out, yeah.’
‘OK. How’s the head?’
‘Sore.’
‘Do you know where you are?’
I confirm my name, that I’m at Demi’s house, but I can’t say the name of the Prime Minister (I don’t even know what a Prime Minister is), or the name of the island. I admit I haven’t been taking any medication.
‘Well, if you don’t take your tablets you will have seizures,’ says Dr MacIntyre. ‘Don’t you have any left?’
‘No. Anyway, I don’t think they’ve been doing much good.’
‘If you give me Dr Alexander’s phone number I’ll ring him to ask for your prescription, and to send over your medical notes.’
I bite my lip. ‘I don’t – I’ve forgotten it.’
‘Do you know the name of your medication?’
I think hard. ‘Teg – Teg...’
‘Tegretol?’
‘Yeah, that’s it.’
‘I’ll prescribe an emergency course until you go back home.’ He scribbles something down on a pad. ‘I’ll give this to Mrs Fraser. In the meantime I want you to rest until you get your strength back. I’ll tell the family what to do if you have another fit. You won’t need to go to hospital unless you don’t recover within twenty minutes. They can’t usually do much. Oh, and Travis...’
‘What?’
‘It isn’t a good idea to camp out in caves.’
Demi has a big mouth!
‘I’ll come back tomorrow, and see how you’re getting on.’
He packs his bag, and leaves the room. Shortly afterwards Demi pops her head around the door.
‘Can I come in?’ she asks nervously.
‘It’s your house,’ I tell her.
She sits down next to me. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Like sh – like crap! Did I scare you?’
‘Not really. A girl at my school has fits, so I’ve seen it before. Yours lasted just a few seconds. Angus carried you in when you’d finished. Sorry about the room.’ She screws up her nose as she looks at the pictures. ‘It’s our Cameron’s. As you can see he’s into skinny bimbos!’
‘Will he mind me using his bed?’ I ask. After my encounter with Angus I’m not up to a ding-dong with her brother, too.
‘No, he’s at agricultural college in Edinburgh. He’s going to manage the farm when Dad retires.’ Demi examines her hands. ‘Where’ve you been all this time, Travis?’
‘What do you mean? I’ve been in the cave. I stayed there last night.’
‘Oh, Travis! You’re always teasing!’
I sit up, gripping her hand tightly. ‘What do you mean, Demi?’
‘You didn’t even say goodbye!’
‘Goodbye?’ I have to lie back again because my head throbs. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘I came to the cave to meet you like we planned,’ says Demi, ‘and you weren’t there. I came every day for a week, but there was no sign of you. I haven’t seen you for nearly five months!’
She doesn’t look like she’s joking. The vans have all gone from the field. The weather is colder, like the weather in the past described to me by the old ones. It isn’t just a crummy summer’s day; the seasons have actually changed.
‘What – what’s the date?’ I ask in a hushed voice.
‘The third of January,’ replies Demi flatly. ‘You missed Christmas.’
Stunned, I close my eyes. I’ve lost five months of my life!
And that also means it’s no longer two thousand and nine; it’s two thousand and ten.
Demi leaves the door ajar. ‘How’s he feeling?’ I think that’s her mother’s voice.
‘He’s tired, so I’ve left him to sleep. Can he stay, Dad?’
There’s a pause before her dad’s voice drifts into the room. ‘Aye; until he’s better. Dr Mac said he’s coming back to see him tomorrow, anyway.’
‘I don’t think it’s a good idea for him to go anywhere until he’s feeling up to it,’ says Mrs Fraser. ‘I ought to call his mother, though. He should be at home if he’s ill. I’ll ask him for the number later.’
I hold my breath.
‘I reckon he’ll have to stay for at least a week,’ says Demi.
‘We’ll see,’ says her dad.
Their voices fade away.
Hours later I open my eyes, and see an angel staring down at me. It takes me a moment to realise that it’s Mrs Fraser, holding a tray of food. It’s the first time I’ve seen her properly.
‘Mornin’, Travis,’ she says cheerfully. ‘How did you sleep?’
I blink at her. ‘Is it morning again?’
‘Yes, it’s half-past nine. Demi’s at school, but she’ll be home for dinner. You’ve been asleep for nearly fifteen hours. You must have needed it!’
I look hungrily at the toast, eggs, cereal, coffee, and fruit juice.
‘Take your time, Travis,’ says Mrs Fraser as I gobble a piece of toast. ‘Don’t eat so fast, or you’ll make yourself sick.’
I slow down. I don’t tell her I’ve not eaten for a long time.
‘When you’ve finished your breakfast why don’t you have a bath and a change of clothes? There’s plenty of stuff our Cameron left behind which might fit you all right. You’ll feel much better for it.’
I sniff my armpits ruefully. ‘I stink a bit, don’t I?’
‘Just a bit.’ Mrs Fraser laughs. Suddenly I think how lovely she is, like a young girl, not old enough to be Demi’s mother, although she must be about thirty-five. She has a nice body, too, all curvy and sexy. ‘I’ll run the bath. Finish your breakfast first, though.’
As soon as she closes the door I walk slowly to the chair. I search my jacket pockets for the pod and the clock. I put the clock at the back of a drawer, intending to put it back in the hall the first chance I get. The pod will stay with me, but I won’t swallow it again. I clasp it in my hand, close my eyes tight, and concentrate hard. ‘Hudson! Hudson!’
No answer, but I must keep trying. I don’t want to lose touch completely with my own world.
I feel much better after I’ve eaten my breakfast. My head is clearer, and the stiffness has left my body. I go to the window and look out. It’s a dull and misty day. I’m just about able to make out the top of the mountain in the distance.
There’s a knock at the door, and Mrs Fraser comes in. I don’t know why, but I pull the curtain around me.
‘I see you’re out of bed,’ she says, smiling. ‘Your bath is running. Have you found anything to put on yet?’
‘No. Sorry.’
‘There should be a pair of jeans in the wardrobe, and T-shirts and undies in the drawer. I’m not sure whether Cameron’s old trainers will fit you, but they should be in the back of the wardrobe somewhere, too. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall. Don’t let the bath get too full.’
When she leaves I find the jeans and trainers, and pull out a plain black T-shirt from the drawer. After putting the pod in the jeans pocket I take the clothes to the bathroom.
This is my first time in a bath, so I make the most of it, thinking of the lukewarm showers at the institution. I scrub my body, and soap my hair until it smarts. By the time I finish the water is almost black.
‘Filthy git!’ I mutter, grinning.
I want to soak for a bit, but I’m not soaking in scum! I empty the bath, wash it, and fill it again. I don’t think Mrs Fraser will mind. I sink under the clean water for a moment before resurfacing, a dangerous thing for an epileptic to do according to Dr Alexander, which is why I’m never allowed to shower alone at the institution. It’s luxury, having privacy here.
I sigh. This beats dossing down in a cave, although it’s warm enough there, but there’s nowhere to wash unless you use the sea, and if I keep peeing in the corner of the cavern it’ll soon start to pong. I miss the cave, though. It gives me freedom, and I can’t shake off the feeling that it’s important to me. 
I lie back, and wonder where I’ve been for five months. How come I’ve managed to lose so much time? It must be last night’s seizure; a violent one if it’s catapulted me so far ahead in time! It’s the only explanation I have. Maybe something has been happening to me in twenty ninety-nine. They could be doing something to the probe, trying to get some response. That might induce a fit. Or they could be injecting me with drugs, trying to force me out of the darkness. I don’t get visions or flashbacks of my old life, I only hear the voices. They may be tampering with my body...
...or operating on my brain!
Water splashes over the side of the bath as I sit upright. What if Chase is doing the epilepsy surgery, and what if I’m dying?
My heart pumps hard in my chest. I’ve no control over what they might be doing to me back in my own time! I’m powerless to stop them!
I grip the flannel and close my eyes tightly. ‘Wake up!’ I tell myself.  ‘You have to wake up!’
I open my eyes again. I’m still in the bathroom. Well, I know I can’t go back just like that. It’s going to take something extreme to make that happen. This is a new, friendlier place, colourful and carefree, but could I let my body go in twenty ninety-nine, and make a life for myself here? I’m not sure.
There’s a knock at the door. I sink under the water to hide my nakedness; then I relax. The door is locked.
‘Travis?’ It’s Mrs Fraser. ‘Dr Mac is here to see you.’
‘Right. Thanks.’
I’m reluctant to get out of the hot bath, but ten minutes later I’m dressed in Cameron’s clothes, making sure the pod is safely in the jeans pocket, and I find Mrs Fraser and Dr Mac in the sitting room.
‘Oh, you look so much better!’ Mrs Fraser says. ‘Doesn’t he, Dr Mac? Hey, Cameron’s stuff really suits you, Travis!’
I fiddle with the T-shirt self-consciously.
‘How are you feeling today, Travis?’ asks Dr MacIntyre.
‘Better, like Mrs Fraser says, thanks, doctor.’
‘Tea or coffee, Travis?’ asks Mrs Fraser.
I ask for coffee, and Mrs Fraser goes out to the kitchen to make it. I sit down slowly, loving the way she swings her hips when she walks, and counting the minutes when she’ll come back again.
‘Travis! Travis!’
I stare around the room.
‘How are you? Are you happy?’
‘Dr Alexander?’ His voice is so clear, but I don’t realise I’m smiling at Dr Mac. ‘It is you! What are you doing here? Have you come to take me back?’
‘Travis!’
I jump. Dr Mac is giving me strange looks.
‘I’ve brought you some medication,’ he says, ‘enough to last you till you return home.’
I take the boxes with shaking hands, muttering my thanks.
‘I should contact – Dr Alexander, is it? – let him know what I’ve prescribed. Can you remember his telephone number today?’
I shake my head. Mrs Fraser comes in with the coffee.
‘I was just saying about Travis’s doctor, Mrs Fraser.’
‘Aye; and I must ring your parents to let them know you’re safe.’
‘They died,’ I blurt out quickly, ‘in an accident.’
‘Oh!’ gasps Mrs Fraser. ‘I’m sorry, Travis.’
‘It’s all right. I left my home to travel, to try and forget...’
‘Don’t you have any other family, Travis, aunties, uncles, grandparents, who could take care of you?’
‘No.’ I rub my eyes. ‘I’m alone now.’
I wish Dr Mac would stop staring.
‘So where is home?’
I name the place I remember from a certificate hanging on the wall in Chase’s office. ‘Manchester.’
‘How long ago did you leave?’
‘About a year ago.’
‘A year!’ exclaims Mrs Fraser. ‘You mean you’ve been travelling around the country for a year?’
I start to feel uncomfortable. More questions!
‘You’re a little young to be travelling alone,’ pursues Dr Mac.
‘There’s no one around to tell me I can’t.’
‘Even so you can’t be any older than fifteen...’
‘I’m sixteen.’
‘I believe you’re fifteen. You shouldn’t have been left without support so young. I wouldn’t be surprised if social services and even the police aren’t on the lookout for you.’
I stiffen. ‘What have the police got to do with it?’
‘Don’t frighten him, Dr Mac!’ says Mrs Fraser. ‘He’s not on the run, his parents have died!’
‘Even so...’
‘Anyway, I’ve had enough tablets to keep me going till now. It’s just that with me leaving home...’
Dr Mac says nothing.
‘Well,’ says Mrs Fraser, ‘you can stay here as long as you like, Travis. Demi will be pleased, and Mr Fraser could always do with an extra pair of hands on the farm if you’re up for it.’
I nod slowly, grateful for the opportunity of a roof, a bed, and regular food; but I’m wary now. I don’t like the way Dr Mac is looking at me.
He leaves soon after that. I help Mrs Fraser by taking the empty mugs to the kitchen. Then we go out into the yard to feed the hens. I’m tense as I scatter the food.
‘Are you OK, Travis?’
‘Yeah. Sorry.’
‘I’ve been chatting away, but you’ve hardly heard a word.’
I put my hand to my head. ‘I’m just a bit dizzy, that’s all.’
It’s not a lie. I’m dizzy with nerves, expecting to be carted off by the law any minute.
‘Go and lie down, then, love,’ says Mrs Fraser, taking the bucket of chicken feed. ‘Go on. You’re not well yet, and you need to rest.’
Love; who calls you that if they don’t like you? I can’t help it. I put my arms around her waist, and kiss her quickly on the cheek.
‘Travis!’
Suddenly embarrassed, I run back into the house.



6. Chas
I’m happy enough to stay on the farm while I recover from my seizures – I have another the next day, accompanied again by that bright, golden light – but after only two days of family life I start to feel trapped. Having my freedom is great, but I’m not used to being this happy. It’s not long before I wish I’m back in twenty ninety-nine; this place, its people, are all alien to me. In a strange way I feel imprisoned.
I don’t want to leave Mrs Fraser, though: I’m totally in love with her! I long for every minute when I’m in her company. I think about her, dream about her, and have fantasies about her. It’s because of her I can’t bring myself to leave, not yet.
Mr Fraser says I can repay my keep by helping Angus with his work. Angus doesn’t say much, but he’s all right; he’s forgiven me for pinching the eggs. Dr Mac visits sometimes. I’m sure he’s still suspicious of me, but the ‘polis’ (that’s what some of the islanders call the police) don’t come. Like Mrs Fraser says, I’m not on the run, not in this world, anyway. I haven’t broken any law. Dr Mac has stopped talking about Alexander, too, but there’s something about him that I just don’t trust.
Demi is devoted to me. She’s a good kid. I look out for her, treat her like a little sister. I get the impression by the way she acts that she wants more, but she’s not going to get it. She’s just a kid; I don’t fancy her. Anyway, her dad makes it clear I have to keep my hands off.
‘It’s all right, Mr Fraser, I’m not interested in Demi in that way,’ I assure him. I’m too busy thinking about his wife, anyway, but I can’t own up to that. ‘I already have a girlfriend; well, I had one. Her name’s Jenna.’ I sigh, thinking about Jenna. ‘I left her behind at home. You can trust me with Demi, Mr F.’
‘I hope so, son, because I don’t want Demi’s head being messed up with lads until she’s older,’ says Mr Fraser. ‘She’s far too easily led. I don’t want her getting into trouble like that lass in her school. She’s getting far too friendly with you!’
He says all this to Demi as well, but she doesn’t want to know.
No matter what Mr Fraser says, or what I say, Demi barely leaves my side. I can’t go into Crianvarich, the nearby harbour town, on an errand for her dad without her wanting to come with me. I like Crianvarich, with the fishing boats, the gulls flying around hoping to sample the catch of the day, the colourful houses, and hotels lining the harbour front, the delicious smells coming from the restaurants, and the streets bustling with islanders and visitors. I’m safe enough when Demi is at school, but otherwise my time isn’t my own when she’s on the scene.
My only other haven is the cave. I’ve been living at the Frasers’ farm for six weeks before I go back there one early Sunday morning. It hasn’t changed. The stuff in the cavern is undisturbed: my makeshift bed, and the ashes from the fire. I look out to sea, listening to the whish-whish of the waves, thinking about Jenna, Hudson, and Dr Alexander, and I wonder what’s happening back in my own time.
Then, without warning, a loud beeping noise echoes around the cavern walls. Bewildered, I gaze around. Then there’s a jolt, and my body jumps uncontrollably. I fall on my back, terrified. It isn’t a seizure. I’m awake, still aware of my surroundings. The cavern is spinning in a rainbow of colours. Something else is going on. I hear a familiar voice, Alexander’s, calling out to me eerily, like a ghost wailing in the night.
‘Come on, Travis, stay with us.’
‘I can’t!’ I shout back. ‘I can’t come back. I’m in two thousand and ten!’
Another jolt. My body shakes again, three times in succession, before I finally collapse with exhaustion on the cavern floor.
‘He’s back! Thank God!’ says the doctor, and the beeping dies away.
I roll on my back, breathing heavily. It takes a moment for me to grasp that something must be going on at the institution; but I’m not back there.
I sit up. The cavern has finally stopped spinning.
Is the pod working? Is Alexander using it to try to get in touch? I hold it to my chest, close my eyes, and concentrate.
I walk back to the farm feeling hacked off. The pod is obviously useless now, but I don’t want to throw it away; it’s a link to my ‘past-future’. It might work again one day.
Dr Mac has given me a higher dose of tablets to try to keep the big fits away, but warns me of the side effects, more frequent staring episodes being one of them. They’re starting to become a bit of a nuisance, and the bright lights come with them, too. Dr Mac can’t explain what they are. When people talk to me I look straight through them for a few seconds, before snapping out of it.
One evening I catch myself staring at Mrs Fraser when we’re sitting down to a meal. She’s talking about the clock, and how it has mysteriously reappeared on the hall table. Her face is bright with laughter. Demi clicks her fingers under my nose.
‘Travis!’
‘Mm?’ I turn to her, still chewing a mouthful of pie.
‘You’re doing it again!’
‘What?’
‘Staring.’
Mrs Fraser is shaking her head at me, laughing.
‘Thinking about your lassie back home?’ asks Mr Fraser, winking at me. My face burns red.
‘Yeah.’ I can’t tell him I’m daydreaming about Mrs Fraser, can I? ‘I miss her sometimes.’
‘Why don’t you ring her?’ suggests Mrs Fraser. ‘Let her know you’re all right? I’m sure she’d love to hear from you.’
Demi gives her a glare.
‘It would only confuse things. It’s best left as it is.’
When we finish eating I help Mrs Fraser wash the dishes. I love being near her, smelling her perfume. My heart pounds when I look at her lovely face. I’m not really listening to her as she chats, I just wipe a plate dry, nodding, laughing when she laughs. I want to drop the plate on the floor, take her in my arms, and kiss her!
Someone takes the plate and the tea towel out of my hands.
‘You’re doing it again, laddie,’ says Mr Fraser, frowning at me.
‘Sorry,’ I mumble, backing away.
‘Anyway, Dr Mac is here to see you.’
Quickly I’m on my guard. ‘What does he want?’
Mr Fraser doesn’t look at me as he says, ‘He’s brought someone to see you.’
‘Who is it?’
He doesn’t answer. He looks shady.
‘Hello, Travis.’ Dr Mac comes into the kitchen, followed by a young woman wearing boots under a long skirt, a long black cardigan, pale blue top, and a kind of chain with a plastic label around her neck. She’s light-skinned, her eyes are brown and slightly slanted, and she’s quite pretty. There’s a photograph of her on the label, and a name: ‘Lucy Wu.’
The attractive Ms Wu turns out to be a social worker, something I’ve never heard of, but I soon find out. She’s come to take me to something called a ‘children’s home’. It sounds like another institution to me.
‘Now come on, laddie,’ says Mr Fraser, as he blocks my exit to the back door, ‘it’s for your own good, you know. You can’t stay here.’
‘Jack!’ says Mrs Fraser. There are tears in her eyes. ‘What have you done?’
‘It was my idea, not Jack’s,’ says Dr Mac. ‘Travis, come here. Listen to me, lad.’
I’m so angry I can hardly breathe.
‘Travis, it isn’t safe for you here,’ says Dr Mac patiently. ‘It’s dangerous being around all the farm machinery with your seizures. It’s clear to me you’re homeless, you have no family. At fifteen...’
From somewhere within me I find the words, ‘I’m sixteen!’
‘We’re not responsible for you, laddie,’ Mr Fraser butts in roughly. ‘They’ll take better care of you in the home.’
‘Demi will be gutted,’ sighs Mrs Fraser.
‘I’m not goin’ to no bloody institution!’ I flare up.
‘Fiveways is a lovely place,’ says Lucy Wu. She has a soft voice, and such a slight body I’m sure I could snap her in half if she got in my way. ‘You’ll make lots of friends there. It’s only until we trace your family...’
‘They’re dead!’
‘In that case you must be properly cared for until we can place you with a foster family, or until you’re old enough to support yourself,’ says Lucy Wu calmly. ‘Come along with me, now. We’ve got an hour’s drive.’
‘Drive?’
‘Yes; Fiveways is just outside Kirkness.’
Kirkness is a town on the other side of Barrasay. I’ve been there twice with Mr Fraser and Angus. I make another break for the door, but Lucy Wu has other ideas.
‘Boys!’ she calls. ‘I need some help in here!’
The kitchen door opens, and two strong young men walk in. Between them they carry me, shouting and bawling, across the yard to a waiting van.
Fiveways is all right. It’s clean, my room is light and airy, the bed is comfortable, the food is great, they look after me when I have my seizures, some of the girls fancy me, and I can come and go as I please. It isn’t a prison, or an institution, but it feels like one to me.
I’m not staying.
I don’t want to go to a foster home, whatever that is. I’m so disruptive I make sure no one wants me. They try to place me in a local school, but I run away. I pick fights with some of the lads in the home, and get a reputation as a bully. I hope to become that annoying they’ll give up on me, and send me back to the farm. I miss Mrs Fraser, Demi – and the cave! The weeks pass by; I’m still at the home, so I’ll have to take matters into my own hands.
Only if I turn up at the farm they’ll send me straight back here. If I want to get right away I’ll have to get off the island completely. It’s the only way.
Kirkness is on the coast, but it doesn’t have a ferry terminal; all ferries to and from Barrasay go from Crianvarich. I check the bus and ferry timetables posted in the tourist information window the next time I’m in town. There’s an early bus back to Crianvarich, and then from there a ferry to a town called Oban early the following day. I know where that is; I’ve studied the map of Scotland at school. I need money for the tickets, four pounds for the bus, and six pounds for a one way sailing. I only have the allowance the home gives me, but I’ve just spent some of it on a cinema ticket. I’m interrupted by Sandy, who puts her arm through mine.
‘Come on, Travis, we’ll miss the start of the film,’ she says.
Sandy is a nice girl. I wonder if Demi is upset about me leaving Crianvarich, and has been to the cave since. She hasn’t been to visit, although Mrs Fraser did say she would.
I decide to steal the money for the tickets. It’s the only thing to do. It makes me laugh to think I could be killed for stealing an apple in twenty ninety-nine. Here I’ll probably just get told off.
It’s ridiculously easy to get the money. One of the day carers leaves her coat and bag hanging on the banister in the hall before going home for the day, so while she’s busy saying goodbye to someone in the common room, I quickly rummage in her purse.
There’s nothing less than a twenty pound note inside. I only need about ten pounds, but then I think about buying food, so I decide to take all of it. It’s wrong, she’s a nice person, but there’s no time to leave a note saying I’m sorry. I leg it back upstairs before she comes back out, picks up her stuff, and leaves. I wonder guiltily when she’ll notice the money has gone.
I’m up very early the next morning before daybreak. The house is quiet and still. I pull my hood over my head, and run out into the rain. I have about half an hour to catch the bus.
As soon as I arrive at Crianvarich I walk the three miles towards the beach. I bounce down the dunes, happy to see the cave is still there. The sun is rising, there’s no one around.
I feel safe as I climb up to the cavern. I shake my hair loose of the raindrops, take off my wet shirt, and collapse on my bed, staring up into the dark cavern roof.
All sorts of thoughts start rushing through my head.
Barrasay, the cave, and two thousand and ten are better than the institution and the children’s home, but I don’t want to stay here forever; I want to go back to my own time eventually, back to what I know. I want the chance to stick one on Chase, escape the institution, and get back to my friends. I don’t know how I’m going to return to my own time, unless a really bad seizure sends me back.
The only real problem is the probe. I’ll be a sitting duck once they start tracking that again. Maybe I shouldn’t wish myself back too soon. Maybe I should explore a little more of this world, have a bit of an adventure. I’m free to go where I please; I should grab the chance with both hands, leave the island tomorrow, and the cave, but I’m sure I’ll be back here one day.
I make up my mind. I’ll sneak back to the farm when it’s dark, while everyone’s asleep, and collect some of Cameron’s old clothes. I don’t want to steal again, but I’ll need more money; I haven’t much left out of that twenty pounds. I’ll need matches to light fires with if I have to live rough. There are plenty of boxes and candles in the kitchen drawer. The Frasers won’t miss them if I take a few, and when I run out I’ll buy more.
I’ll need more medication soon. Perhaps I could get some from a hospital. The nearest one is in Oban on the mainland.
My eyes fix on a small stone jutting out of the wall until it becomes blurred. I don’t know whether I’m dozing off, or having a staring fit. The top of my head is warm, and there’s that golden light again which keeps following me around.
‘I wish I knew what it means!’ I murmur.
Faraway the sea pounds against the rocks. I have pictures in my head, of a clean, white room, and I imagine Dr Alexander and Hudson talking to me, but I don’t hear their words. It’s like they’re willing me to return. I think I hear Demi calling my name, too. I open my eyes suddenly, shaking myself out of my daydreams.
The swishing of the sea has died away; the tide is out. I wonder if the rain has stopped, too. I grope for my T-shirt. It’s still a bit damp.
I walk out to the mouth of the cave. Demi’s right, it doesn’t get very dark at night here, even if the moon does rise. The sky is a deep turquoise blue. I’m able to see the beach clearly, as well as the red flash of a buoy out at sea, and the flickering of the light from the lighthouse on the other side of the bay. I stumble over something soft. Whatever it is has a tongue because it squeals out in surprise.
‘Who’s that?’ I call out, putting my hands up against the torch shining in my face. The torch lowers slowly, and a face with a body comes into view.
‘Travis?’
‘Demi!’
‘You’re back,’ she states, before flicking away her cigarette stub. So she smokes now.
It’s only been a few weeks, but there’s something different about her. Her hair isn’t flowing over her shoulders, it’s much shorter. There’s something different about her voice, too, it’s less girlish, more womanly.
‘Switch that thing off, will yer!’ I snap. ‘It’s giving me a headache.’
‘Soz.’ We stare at one another through the shadows. ‘It may not be that dark, but you still need a torch.’
‘What time is it?’ I’ve left the watch given to me by the home back in my room there.
‘Nearly two in the morning.’
I blink. I’ve been asleep all that time!
‘What are you doing out here on the beach at this hour? It’s dangerous. The tide...’
‘Travis, I’ve lived here long enough to know the tides by now,’ Demi interrupts. ‘I’m here for a very good reason.’
My eyes widen in surprise as she comes closer. She’s all grown up, and lovely, just like her mum. Her body has filled out in all the right places.
‘Demi!’ I stammer. ‘You – you’ve changed...’
‘You haven’t!’ She smiles. ‘Not a bit. I see you kept your figure, and your boyish good looks.’ She kisses my cheek. ‘It’s good to see you after all this time, Travis. How are the seizures? Any better?’
I’m rooted to the spot.
‘What are you talking about, Demi?’ I whisper.
‘Did you plan to go over to the farm in the morning? You’re in for a shock if you do!’
‘All this time! How – how long...?’
‘Wheesht! Travis, you’re a terrible wind-up merchant! It’s been nearly four years. It’s two thousand and fourteen.’
I sink onto my knees. ‘Four years? Demi – I – no, it’s not possible!’
‘I never forgot you, Travis,’ she goes on. ‘I cried for ages when they sent you away, but I got over you in time. Things happened which helped to take my mind off you pretty quickly.’
I’m so confused I can barely find my voice. ‘What things?’
She stands up, shuffles her feet in the sand, and lowers her head. A tear drops from her cheek. ‘Mum, for a start. Six months after you went she died of cancer.’
It’s like I’ve been shot in the chest. Mrs Fraser dead! That gorgeous woman taken away by an illness made extinct in my time! I want to yell at the top of my voice that it’s not fair. I stand up, put my arm around Demi – to comfort myself as much as her – and bite back the tears.
‘I’m sorry,’ I mutter. ‘What about your dad?’
‘Took it badly,’ replies Demi, wiping her face with her hand. ‘He’s turned to the drink, Travis, and the farm’s gone to pot. All the animals have gone; so has Angus. He closed down the campsite, too. All he does is get bladdered! Dr Mac says he won’t live another year if he carries on.’
She’s crying properly now. I hold her tightly, kissing the top of her head.
‘I’ve got no life left here, Travis!’ she cries. ‘I can’t do anything for him, because he doesn’t want me to. He’s driven away all our friends. Only Dr Mac comes to see us now. Cameron hasn’t been back since the funeral. Dad got smashed, and they had a blazing row. We don’t know where he is now.’
‘Oh, Dem!’
‘So that’s it, I’ve had enough!’ She sits up, wiping her face with her sleeve, and points to the large black bag lying just by the entrance to the cave. ‘There’s my stuff. I’m off. Dad’s sleeping off his bender, so he won’t know I’ve gone. I’m meeting my boyfriend. We’re catching the early ferry to Oban. We were going to sit in your cave for a couple of hours before going to the harbour.’
A boyfriend. I’m surprised when my heart sinks. I’ve never thought of Demi in that way! ‘Why the cave? Funny place to meet him.’
‘Old time’s sake. I hope you don’t mind, seeing as though you thought the cave was yours, but I came here a lot after you left. It became my place, too. It’s where we’ve been hanging out. We’ve had many a party in this cave!’
‘No, I don’t mind.’ I do, though. I don’t like the idea of Demi bringing a stranger to my cave! ‘What time are you expecting him?’
‘Soon.’ Demi looks at her watch. ‘He should be here any minute.’
Shivering, she folds her arms tightly around her chest.
‘Come on,’ I say, jumping up, ‘it’ll be warmer in the cave.’
‘Just like old times,’ she remarks as we cross the stones. ‘I’ll leave my stuff on the beach, so he knows I’m not far.’
‘I’m happy you’ve found someone.’ No, I’m not! ‘Where did you meet?’
‘He was on holiday in Crianvarich. He’s from Manchester, and a student like you. So when you meet him you’ll have a lot to talk about.’
I don’t tell her I’m not really from Manchester.
Demi talks happily about her boyfriend, describing every little detail, from the colour of his hair to the type of books he reads. His name is Chas, a medical student about to take his final exams. I should be glad she’s found someone to love at last; I’m just sorry it’s not me! Her dad can’t stop her now, but by the sounds of it he isn’t in any fit state to stand up to her, anyway.
‘I need to get right away from here,’ says Demi. Her tears well up again. ‘If I don’t, I’ll be stuck here with Dad forever, fetching and carrying, getting bawled at. What sort of life will I have then?’
‘He’ll have no one to look after him.’
‘He’ll have Dr Mac! If it bothers you that much why don’t you look after him?’
I’ve never heard her sound so hard before.
‘I’m sorry,’ she says quickly, ‘I didn’t mean to bite your head off. It’s just – oh, Travis, I need to make a life for myself now, before it’s too late!’
‘All right!’ I say soothingly. I put my arm around her again. ‘I understand.’
I’m lying. Her dad’s falling apart, and clearly needs her.
‘Remember the day we found the cave, and we sat together like this with your arm around me?’ asks Demi, snuggling up to me. ‘I had the maddest crush on you back then, Travis.’
‘How could I forget?’ I murmur softly.
It’s only when I hear her name being called through the darkness that I realise I don’t want to let her go.
She runs onto the beach, crying, ‘Chas! Chas, I’m here!’
I watch her dive with a whoop of joy into outstretched arms. I don’t particularly want to meet this Chas, so I stay behind, but I’m curious to see what he looks like. I can see him perfectly well from where I’m standing. He’s tall and thin, with untidy, mousy-coloured hair, and eyes hidden behind a pair of thick glasses; not exactly love’s young dream. He doesn’t strike me as Demi’s type at all!
‘There you are!’ he says, laughing. ‘I wondered where you’d got to!’
It goes quiet while they kiss. Furiously I kick a pebble.
‘What was that?’ he says.
‘What was what?’
‘That noise. I’m sure I heard something in the cave.’
‘I didn’t hear anything,’ says Demi. ‘Och, hold on.’ She laughs. ‘It must be Travis!’
‘Travis?’
‘Aye, I told you about Travis. He’s back.’
‘Is he? Well, what’s he doing in our cave?’
‘It was his cave first.’
Demi breaks free of him. ‘Travis! Travis! I can’t see you. Where are you hiding? Come on out, Chas wants to meet you.’ When I don’t show she calls again. ‘I’ll come in and drag you out!’
I take a deep breath as I move slowly to the edge of the cavern. Chas comes further into the cave, peering up at me curiously through his glasses.
‘Is that him?’
I don’t like the way he’s staring, like I’m some sort of freak.
‘Have a good look at the caveman!’ I snap. ‘Not quite what you expected, eh?’
‘Don’t be daft, Travis,’ says Demi as I climb down. ‘He knows all about you, I told him everything.’
Chas holds out his hand. ‘I’m pleased to meet you at last, Travis. Demi missed you when you left.’
He pulls Demi towards him, like he’s letting me know she’s with him now. Demi wraps her arms around his body.
‘So where’ve you been, anyway, Travis?’ he asks. ‘Back home?’
When I don’t answer Demi says, ‘Don’t feel threatened by him, Travis! He’s always poking his nose in where it’s not wanted. He wants to be a neurosurgeon and a psychiatrist, too. He analyses everyone, even me! It’s not personal.’
A neurosurgeon and a psychiatrist like Chase. Even their names are similar, so it’s no wonder I’m uneasy.



7. Shocks
Chas certainly likes the sound of his own voice. ‘I take my final exams in the summer,’ he boasts.
‘Oh, yeah?’ I sneer. ‘And what will Demi do with herself? Cook your meals? Do your washing? She should be with her dad when he’s so ill.’
Demi tuts. ‘I told you, Travis, I can’t stay with Dad any more. He’s driven me away.’
I take her hand. ‘You can’t leave your dad, Dem! You don’t know what he might do when he realises you’ve gone!’
Chas slaps my hand. ‘In a few hours we’ll be on the ferry to Oban, and there’s nothing you, her dad, or anyone else can do about it! I mean,’ he adds, laughing, ‘it’s a bit late to play the jilted boyfriend now, isn’t it?’
That deserves a smack in the mouth, so he gets one.
‘For God’s sake, Travis,’ cries Demi, running over to him as he lies back on the stones, groaning, ‘what’s got into you?’
‘In the first place, this isn’t about me and Demi,’ I say angrily, ‘and in the second, I happen to like her dad. He was good to me. In the third...’
I don’t tell him what the third is. The cave, the sea, and the sky have all turned upside down. A few minutes later I’m staring up at him and Demi. As usual my mind is foggy and confused, but now that Chas’s face is close up it seems familiar. It’s like I know him from somewhere. There’s something about his eyes that bother me, too.
‘Are you OK now?’ he asks. ‘Can you stand up?’
I taste blood in my mouth. My tongue feels sore.
‘Let’s see,’ orders Demi. I stick my tongue out. ‘Ooh, you’ve bitten it. Come on, sit down here.’
I collapse on a thick, flat rock, and bury my head in my hands. There are other voices apart from theirs; faraway voices, echoing in the cave. I wish they’d stop tormenting me!
‘Here.’ Chas throws his red woolly jumper at me. ‘You must be freezing.’
‘Thanks,’ I lisp. Demi helps me to put it on.
‘We should take him to the farm,’ says Chas. ‘Let him rest properly. He should be in bed.’ He taps me on the shoulder. ‘Have you taken your medication today?’
‘No.’ He’s already beginning to sound like a doctor.
‘I’m not going back to the farm, Chas,’ says Demi firmly. ‘If Dad sees us...’
‘Chase,’ I mutter.
‘What?’ asks Demi. ‘What did you say, Travis?’
I raise my head, squinting at him. ‘Chas isn’t really your name, is it?’
He glares. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I knew someone called Chase once.’ I close my eyes, shake my head gently from side to side, and try to stretch the heaviness out of my limbs. ‘Only for a short time, though. He was a neurosurgeon, and also practised psychiatry. Professor Chase; obnoxious git, he was, too.’
For one long moment I can only hear the sea pounding against the rocks and onto the shore, and the wind whistling in the air, until Demi laughs nervously, and says, ‘That’s so totally weird!’
I’m slow to make the connection. ‘Why?’
‘Because Chas is his nickname; his full name is Michael Charles Chase!’
A chill goes through my body. Suddenly Chas’s face transforms from its young self to its older self. The same cold grey eyes! 
‘It is you!’
He doesn’t answer. I’m too dazed to ask how he’s managed to look younger, and right now I don’t care. I only want to run. I stumble blindly onto the beach, the sound of the sea thundering in my ears. I keep running along the sand, ignoring Demi’s cries for me to come back. The waves wash over my feet, my ankles, my knees, and my waist; very soon I’m under the water, tasting salt as the sea rushes into my mouth. I can’t breathe.
Someone is pulling me out of the water, dragging me onto the beach. Demi helps to get me onto my stomach. I cough and splutter; water trickles out of my mouth. Then they roll me onto my back. Chase is sitting on me, and I’m swinging wild punches at him.
‘You freak!’ I scream hysterically. ‘How did you get here, and why do you look different?’
‘What’s he talking about!’ Demi cries. ‘Oh, Chas, be careful! You’re hurting him!’
I find the strength from somewhere to wrench a wrist free, and land a punch on his jaw. Deaf to Demi’s wails I sit on him, raining punches on him, one after the other. Blood starts to drip from his nose. 
‘I won’t let you operate on me! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!’
Then suddenly I’m sinking into darkness, and there’s nothing.
A sharp light pierces my eye. It hurts. I sit up, and push it away.
‘All right, laddie.’ Dr Mac hasn’t changed much, except he’s older and greyer. ‘Calm down, you’re safe.’
I take in my surroundings. The room has a low ceiling with wooden beams, and the walls are painted white.
‘Where am I?’
‘In a spare room in my cottage,’ replies the doctor. ‘I got some of the local men to bring you here. You’ve been out for quite a while, nearly five hours.’
‘What happened?’
‘Demi said you had a seizure and collapsed, so she came to get me. I don’t appreciate being dragged out of my bed at three in the morning to rescue stupid young people messing about on the beach! What on earth were you two up to?’
‘Chase!’ I gasp.
‘What?’
I lie back down, bewildered. I have this spooky vision of Professor Chase as a young man on the beach. We’re fighting, I’ve blackened his eye, I’ve fallen into the sea, he’s pulling me out...no, it’s just my mind playing tricks. I ask where Demi is.
‘In Oban,’ replies Dr Mac, ‘at the hospital with her dad.’
‘Her dad? Why, is he ill?’
Dr Mac sighs. ‘Two of the men I called out to help bring you back here found him collapsed in the lane outside the farm, with an empty whisky bottle in his hand, almost ran over him, they said. So they carried him to their Land Rover, and drove him here. One of them came to the beach to tell us. We brought you here, and then I called the air ambulance out. Jack was in a really bad way, poor man. I don’t think he has much longer to go now.’ He shakes his head. ‘Drinking himself to death, and leaving that poor child to fend for herself! It’s not right. She’s out of her mind with worry.’
Then another bizarre vision strikes me. Demi is telling me she’s running away with Chas.
‘Dr Mac, did Demi – did she say anything about going away?’
‘Going away?’
‘Yeah; she said she wasn’t getting on with her dad.’
‘Demi loves her dad, despite what she says.’ Dr Mac adjusts the pillow behind my head. ‘Look, Travis, I don’t know why you’re back. If it’s to settle an old score over putting you in the home I’m not sorry about the decision we made. It was for your own good. As it turned out the Frasers couldn’t look after you, could they? Mrs Fraser was dead within six months, and Jack hasn’t coped. You were better off in the home, although I heard you’d jumped ship. I suppose it came as no surprise. You haven’t changed much, by the way. What’s your secret to eternal youth?’
‘I don’t like you for what you did, Dr Mac,’ I tell him honestly, ‘but that was – four years ago. Listen, have you ever met Demi’s boyfriend Chas?’
‘I didn’t know she had a boyfriend. Here, drink this,’ he puts a small white tablet in a glass of water, ‘it’ll help you to sleep. Now I have to ring the hospital, find out what’s going on with the Frasers. I really should’ve gone with them, but as I had to look after you, I sent the community nurse instead.’
When I’m alone I sit up in the bed, clutching my hair. I want to pull it out. First I lose four years of my life, with no memory of where I’ve been, then I look at myself in the mirror, and I haven’t aged at all! There are also the eerie memories of the beach: Demi about to run away with her ‘boyfriend’, Chas, who looks like a younger version of Professor Chase, our fight, me having a seizure, collapsing in the sea, him giving me his jumper to keep me warm...
A red jumper, exactly like the one lying on the back of the chair!
Demi returns to Barrasay a week later. Her dad’s dead. They say there are suspicious circumstances; murder, they reckon. Demi isn’t allowed to give him a funeral until the police release his body. She returns by helicopter with two police detectives. I’m nervous, having the police so close, but they have to be there for Demi. Mr Fraser’s coffin is taken to the undertakers in Crianvarich where he has to wait until the police finish their investigations. They start to question everyone who knew him, and who went near the farm that night. I suppose it won’t be long before they want to see me. I’m trying not to worry. At least the police in two thousand and fourteen are human, and not allowed to shoot you!
Demi says she’s glad to see me again, although she’s a changed, depressed girl, who doesn’t eat or sleep much. Dr Mac insists she stays at his cottage until it’s all over. The farm is sealed off as a crime scene, so she can’t go back there, anyway.
I have to put my own questions on the back burner for now. It doesn’t seem the right time to ask her about Chase.
‘I’m glad you’re here, Travis,’ she says, when I come downstairs for a drink of water very early one morning, and find her sitting at the kitchen table, her arms folded, staring into space. It’s dark outside, except for the light of the full moon. She begs me not to put on the electric light, so we sit together in the moonlight. I put my arm around her shoulders. Her face is wet with tears.
‘I wish there was more I could do for you, Dem.’
‘There’s nothing you can do,’ she replies sadly, and bursts into fresh tears. Sighing, I go to the fridge for the milk which I pour into a glass.
‘Come on, drink this. You hardly ate a thing at supper.’
Sniffing, she accepts the glass. I sit down next to her, putting my hand on her arm.
‘Have the police got any clues at all how it happened?’ I ask gently.
She shakes her head. ‘They have to finish questioning everyone first. They’ve ruled out suicide, though. He was – he was hit from behind.’ She sips her drink slowly. ‘I bet they won’t get who did it. They’ve already admitted they don’t have much to go on. The farm’s not throwing up that many clues, apparently.’
‘They won’t go away without solving it,’ I say soothingly, ‘not if they’re sure a crime’s been committed.’
‘Oh!’ she wails. ‘I wish Chas was here!’
It’s like someone has hold of my heart, squeezing it tight. So I haven’t been imagining him! He exists!
‘Aye, I forgot,’ she says, smiling weakly as she wipes her face with a tissue, ‘you haven’t met my boyfriend Chas, have you, Travis? I’m sorry; I never got the chance to tell you about him, what with everything else going on.’
I blink at her.
‘I – I met him the other night, Demi,’ I say quietly. ‘You were running away with him.’
She sniffs and laughs at the same time. ‘Behave, Travis! He’s at home, in Manchester, back at university. I wasn’t running anywhere; I was just walking.’
‘So Chas is what, eighteen, nineteen? Tall, dark, wears glasses?’ This time I have her full attention. ‘I have met him, Dem; on the beach, where you found me. We didn’t like one another. I hit him.’
She sighs. ‘Travis, you’re telling one of your daft stories again.’
‘He’s a medical student, who wants to be a neurosurgeon as well as a psychiatrist! How would I know that if I hadn’t met him?’
Some of the milk spills onto the cloth as she slams her glass on the table.
‘You’re spooking me, Travis! The only way you could’ve met him was before he left, and you weren’t around!’
‘No; I hadn’t met him before that night.’ Not unless I count twenty ninety-nine! ‘It was on the beach. Dr Mac doesn’t know about him, Demi; why haven’t you told anyone?’
‘I didn’t want Dad finding out!’ she snaps. ‘Shut up, Travis! You’re sick; a head case! I’m going to bed!’
She scrapes back her chair, and flounces into the sitting room in a rage. I follow her, determined to make her listen.
‘Demi, what was I wearing when you found me?’
‘Oh, Travis, I don’t know! It was dark, it was late. I couldn’t see.’
I run past her, up the stairs to my room, coming back down again with the red jumper. I fling it at her. ‘Recognise it?’
She stares at it. ‘It – it belongs to Chas! Where did you get it?’
‘He gave it to me after he pulled me out of the sea.’
Still clutching the jumper Demi sinks into the nearest chair.
‘I had it on when I came round in the cottage. Only one person could’ve given me that jumper, Demi, and that’s Chas himself.’
‘If it’s the same,’ she says quietly, ‘there’s a small hole in one of the sleeves.’ Sure enough, there it is, in the cuff. Demi’s eyes are glazed and misty. ‘I offered to darn it, but he said not to bother. Here,’ she throws it back to me, ‘you may as well keep it. I don’t know how you came by it, but I’m telling you one thing for sure, Chas wasn’t there that night; unless you think I’m bonkers, and I’m not! I must’ve told you about him, and described him to you. You must have dreamt he was there. Yeah, that’s it.’ She doesn’t sound too sure. ‘I’m – I’m tired. Let me go, Travis. Please!’
‘What if I told you I was a sort of time traveller?’ I blurt out.
‘Oh, Travis! For God’s sake...!’
‘What if I told you nearly every time I have a really bad seizure it propels me through time?’
‘I’d say you were off your head!’ Demi strides across the room to Dr Mac’s drinks cabinet, unscrews the top off a bottle of whisky, and pours it into a glass. The whisky disappears in a trice, and she pours out another.
‘Look at me, Dem!’ I swing her by the shoulders to face me. ‘Have I aged in the four years since you last saw me?’
She peers at me. ‘No,’ she admits. She takes another gulp of her drink. ‘No, you haven’t aged at all, Travis. Not since the first day we met. It’s like time has stood still for you. You don’t seem to have grown up much, either!’ Giggling, she pulls me closer. ‘I’m sorry I called you a head case.’
Our noses touch. It’s nice, until I smell her whisky breath.
‘Don’t drink any more,’ I plead. I take the empty glass from her, and lead her to the settee. ‘Look at this, Dem.’
I hold the pod between my fingers. She squints at it. ‘What’s that?’ I place it in the palm of her hand. ‘It’s quite heavy.’
‘It’s a thought pod from my future.’
Demi laughs, like she’s enjoying a joke. ‘Show me how it works, then.’
‘I can’t. You need to have one, too.’
‘It’s unusual; but if you can’t prove it works...’
I tell her the rest, about the Rockets, the institution, Dr Alexander, the ECT, my life in twenty ninety-nine. I’m relieved to tell her, even if she doesn’t believe me. I decide not to tell her about the real Michael Charles Chase yet; I don’t want to freak her out completely.
She doesn’t speak, only yawns. The whisky has gone to her head. Her eyes flicker sleepily. ‘I’m disappointed. I thought you were going to tell me you were from another planet.’
I smile. ‘I knew you wouldn’t believe me.’
‘Then why tell me such a crazy story? I’ve never heard of anything so daft in all my life! A time-travelling epileptic! Comical!’
‘It happens to be the truth, every word of it. Think about it, Dem.’ I move closer to her, stroking her hair. She doesn’t push me away. ‘Think how I turned up out of the blue on the beach the first day we met. You knew my name, but I didn’t know who you were.’
‘It was a long time ago.’ She snuggles her head into a cushion. ‘You were lying on the shore, and I was telling you to wake up because I thought you might drown. That’s all I know.’
‘You called me by my name. You said I told you what it was, but I couldn’t have done. I’d never met you before that day.’
Her eyes narrow. ‘Now you come to mention it,’ she says slowly, ‘I think – well, I don’t recall seeing you before that, I only know I saw you lying on the beach, and what happened afterwards, the cave, and your seizure, and you coming to the farm. The rest is all a bit of a blank. How did I know your name, then?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Clothes,’ she mutters, ‘you never had any clothes. I thought that was weird; I never saw your backpack. You said you’d left it at the hotel.’
‘I never had a backpack.’
Her eyes are shut, her breathing is steady. I think she’s asleep, but then: ‘Dad! Dad! I’m so sorry!’ She starts to cry. ‘I wanted to run away, Travis!’ She clings to me tightly. ‘God knows I did! I talked to Chas about following him to Manchester,’ her eyes are wide open now, staring up at me in bewilderment, ‘but that’s all it was – talk. You said I was running away, but no one knew about my plans except me and Chas. I never told you about them! Why did you say I was running away, Travis? What made you say it?’
Then she’s sick on the carpet, so I’m saved the bother of answering.
I get the impression Demi is avoiding me. She walks out of a room whenever I walk into it, and she’s out of the house for hours.
‘She’s all on edge, jumps whenever I speak to her,’ I complain to Dr Mac. ‘It’s like she’s scared of me.’
‘She’s grieving, laddie,’ he says. ‘This business has been upsetting for all of us, but it’s much worse for her. She’ll come round in her own time.’
So I leave her alone.
I’ve got my own problems, anyway. I’m still spooked by the images I keep getting of that night on the beach. Chase is there, as large as life. I also think about Demi’s words to me: Why did you say I was running away, Travis. Is that why she’s avoiding me? Is she afraid I might be telling the truth?
Whenever I get the chance I go back to my cave and sit, staring out to sea, trying to figure out where my life is going, and what my purpose is in this new world. I still hear the same voices calling to me, but I know they’re not coming from the pod, only the cave walls. I’m used to them now. They’re comforting in a way, even if they are scary. They usually say, ‘Wake up, Travis! Come back to us!’, but most of the time I can’t figure out what they’re saying at all.
Back at the house Dr Mac gives me odd jobs to keep me occupied. This includes looking after the garden, helping Mrs Dunbar, his housekeeper, with the cooking, washing, cleaning, and taking telephone messages when he’s out on house calls. I even learn how to use his computer, entering in appointments for his surgery.
‘How are you getting on with the medication, Travis?’ he asks one morning after we’ve had breakfast. Demi has gone to see her solicitor about her father’s will, and Mrs Dunbar is hunting for her shopping list.
‘I’m all right. I’m just a bit light-headed in the mornings.’
‘Good; but I’d like to discuss something with you after morning rounds. I’ve got a proposition for you that you might like to hear. It could be the solution to all your problems.’
He leaves me alone in the house, tidying the filing cabinet, dying to know what his proposition is.
About an hour later the front door slams.
‘Dr Mac?’
‘No, it’s me.’ Demi is standing in the office doorway.
‘Hello,’ I say cheerfully. ‘Got everything sorted with the solicitor?’
‘Almost. Travis,’ she comes slowly towards me, ‘Chas is coming back to Barrasay.’
I stop what I’m doing. She doesn’t seem too excited about it. Her face is deathly white.
‘Is he, now? When?’
‘Tomorrow. He’s staying for a couple of weeks; but, Travis, that’s not all. He said,’ Demi swallows, ‘actually, he asked – how you were doing after your seizure, and – and if you still had his jumper!’
I don’t answer. She rushes at me, trembling. ‘Travis, this is freaky! I never told him about you, or the beach! Maybe he was there – but – but it’s all a blank!’
‘Listen,’ I say calmly, ‘don’t worry about it. There must be a reasonable explanation.’
I’m sorry for her, but inside I’m glad. It means my mind hasn’t been playing tricks on me!
‘I’m going for a lie down,’ she says, and leaves the room.
When Mrs Dunbar comes back from the shops I help to unpack the groceries.
‘Put that Dundee cake on a plate, Travis, and we’ll have some for lunch,’ she says. ‘I’ll make some tea. Fancy a cheese sandwich to go with it?’
She starts to cut the cheese. As I go into the hall to call Demi I meet Dr Mac coming through the front door.
‘Thank God that didn’t take too long,’ he says, taking off his coat, and dropping his bag on the floor. ‘Just in time for lunch, I see. What are we having, Travis?’
‘Cheese sandwiches, with Dundee cake. Demi’s coming down.’
‘She’s back, then? How did she get on at the solicitor’s?’
‘All right, she said.’
‘Good. Mrs Dunbar,’ he marches into the kitchen, clapping his hands, ‘are those sandwiches ready yet? I’m starving!’
Demi comes in looking pale. Her eyes are red; she’s been crying. She tells us miserably about Chase coming to stay.
‘So you do have a boyfriend, Demi!’ Dr Mac helps himself to a sandwich. ‘Travis did say you had one. You kept that quiet! Is he staying at the hotel?’
‘Yes.’
‘He’d be welcome here if we had the room.’
Demi doesn’t answer, only picks at her food.
After lunch, Dr Mac says, ‘Come into my office, and we’ll have that chat, Travis.’
Now I’m about to find out what this ‘proposition’ is all about.
‘Take a seat,’ he says, so I sit in the chair opposite his desk. ‘It’s about your seizures.’
‘What about them?’
‘I think there may be a way to get rid of them once and for all.’
I bite my lip. Part of me wants the seizures to go, for me to be rid of the scourge they bring, but if they do go, I may never get back to twenty ninety-nine.
‘Is there a stronger medicine you can give me, then?’
‘No, I’m thinking of surgery. The Neurology Hospital in Glasgow...’
Suddenly I’m back in the institution again, listening to Chase talking about epilepsy surgery. I grip the arm of the chair nervously.
‘Travis, calm down,’ says the doctor impatiently. ‘It’s a perfectly safe procedure.’
‘No! I don’t want them to touch me!’
‘But these seizures are ruining your life! You can’t go on living with them forever, Travis. Have you thought about work; a career?’
‘There’s no point. I might not...’ I might not be here. ‘I’m all right doing odd jobs. I get by.’
‘Wheesht, laddie! You should be earning a proper living now, and you can’t do that if you keep having fits. The tablets won’t keep you going forever, and the seizures won’t go away on their own. They’re too severe. The only way to eradicate them once and for all is with surgery.’
‘I can’t let them poke inside my head! I’ll – I’ll die!’
‘You won’t die! I’m telling you it’s perfectly safe!’
‘And I’m telling you it’s not!’
We glare at one another, neither of us wanting to give way.
‘Just think about it, Travis,’ says Dr Mac at last. ‘That’s all I ask. I’m trying to help you, not hurt you!’
‘I know, and I appreciate it, but I can’t go through with it.’ I stand up. ‘Sorry, Dr Mac, I’m just not prepared to take the chance.’
I leave the room before he says any more, but later, after supper when I’m helping to clear the table, he brings up the subject again, and gives me a booklet.
‘At least read it through,’ he says as I throw it irritably on the table. ‘It’ll answer most of your questions, and I’ll be able to tell you anything else you might want to know.’
When I get up the next morning, the booklet is still on the table. I glance at the title, ‘Epilepsy Surgery – What You Need To Know’ before flicking through it curiously. There are photographs of people of all ages in hospital beds, smiling. Nurses and doctors are chatting to them. Patients are sitting in armchairs with electrodes attached to their heads, like the ECT electrodes, but these are to monitor the patient for two weeks so a computer can read his or her brain waves during a seizure. Two weeks! That’s a long time! According to the booklet, if the patient has a lot of seizures, and the brain waves show severe readings, then there’s a case for surgery.
The booklet makes it all seem safe and harmless, the people look happy and relaxed, but I’m still not going to risk it.



8. Accused
I’m amazed when Demi asks me to go with her to the ferry to meet Chase. It’s the first time she’s spoken to me properly in days.
‘Yeah, ‘course I’ll come, if you really want me to; but why do you want me there?’ I look at her closely. She’s still pale, and there are dark circles under her eyes. I don’t think she’s been sleeping very well. ‘Are you scared to meet him on your own? Come on, Dem, tell me, what’s on your mind?’
She walks to the window, and looks out at Ben Crian, the mountain standing proudly against a brilliant blue sky.
‘I want to know if you recognise him,’ she replies hoarsely. ‘I want to know if he recognises you.’
I kiss the top of her head. ‘I think you know I was telling the truth about Chase, don’t you?’
She turns and faces me. ‘I don’t know; I think you believe you were,’ she says, ‘but – but I can’t get what you said about me running away out of my head – and – and the jumper! Chas’s jumper! I’ve been having funny dreams ever since. I can’t get the thought out of my head that you know him, but I need proof, Travis.’
‘What sort of dreams?’
‘Vivid ones, so real,’ she catches her breath, ‘all three of us on the beach; you appearing out of nowhere after four years, not knowing where you’d been, him looking so – different; evil almost. You knew him; you were genuinely frightened of him. It could be autosuggestion; me listening to your story, imagining what went on, but it’s worrying me, and it won’t go away. You also called him “Chase”...’
‘His surname,’ I interrupt. ‘Michael Charles Chase is his full name.’
‘You see what I mean, Travis? I didn’t tell you what his full name was!’
‘You did, Dem. You told me that night.’
Not dreams, not autosuggestion: real memories. Quickly I take her in my arms, wanting to love and protect her.
‘It’ll be all right, Dem,’ I whisper softly. ‘It’ll all become clear soon, I promise.’
I’m almost bursting with anticipation when we arrive at the ferry terminal at quarter to two, but I have to keep myself in check since Demi is almost shaking with nerves, and not saying much.
‘No sign of the boat yet,’ she remarks at last, squinting in the sunlight at the empty horizon. ‘It’s late. You can usually see it halfway across the water by now. Oh, wait a minute, what’s that?’
The black dot in the distance gets bigger and bigger, until eventually a large boat cuts fast through the water. Soon the Oban to Crianvarich Ferry manoeuvres its massive hull into the harbour, docking twelve minutes late.
As we near the ferry landing foot passengers are streaming down the gangplank. Some are wheeling bikes, others are pushing prams. Cars and lorries drive down the ramp. There’s Michael Charles Chase near the back of the convoy of foot passengers, with his untidy hair and glasses, wearing a dark heavy jacket, and dragging a case with wheels behind him.
‘Can you see him?’ whispers Demi, staring at me.
‘That’s him with the glasses, pulling the case,’ I reply at once. ‘I’m sorry, Dem.’
I really am. Her hand is over her mouth now. She obviously doesn’t know what to think. Chase strides towards her, puts his arm around her, and kisses her full on the lips. Her body stiffens.
‘Oh, Dem, I’ve been so worried about you! How’ve you been? Your poor dad! What a shock!’
‘I’m bearing up,’ answers Demi faintly. ‘Chas...’
He’s not listening to her. His cold, grey eyes, so familiar to me, lock onto mine, and we’re gazing hard at one another. There’s a purple mark under his eye concealed well by the frame of his glasses, but not well enough. Poor Demi can see the bruise, too. Now she knows it’s true.
‘Hello, Travis. Feeling better?’
‘Not bad. How’s the eye?’
‘It’s all right now. It hurt for precisely one minute.’
He’s making no attempt to deny the events of that night. Demi wriggles away from his arms. She’s staring at both of us with dread.
‘Demi, what’s wrong?’ Chase asks.
‘Leave me alone, both of you!’ she shrieks. ‘Don’t come near me!’
I put my hand firmly on his shoulder to stop him from following her as she runs off through the crowded harbour. ‘Let her go.’
He’s irritated, put out by her reaction. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ he growls angrily.
‘Not here. The café.’
He follows me to the little harbour café where we order two beers. I imagine I’m back in twenty ninety-nine where someone predicts I will share a beer with Professor Chase in two thousand and fourteen. Of course I don’t believe them, but now it’s true, and since he’s paying, I’m going to pass up the opportunity of a free drink. We find a table by the window, and I get straight to the point.
‘The night I was found on the beach, you were there.’
‘Of course I was,’ says Chase. ‘That’s how we got into the fight; so?’
‘Demi has no memory of it. Tell me why.’
He takes a long swig of beer before he answers, ‘Well, she’s been under a lot of stress. The mind can play weird tricks on you when you’re under so much strain.’
‘Don’t muck me around, Chase!’ I snap. ‘You’re screwing with her head, so let’s not play any more games! I know who you are, you know who I am. I also know what you’re capable of. At first Demi didn’t believe me when I told her what went on at the beach, but when I showed her your red jumper she completely lost the plot. Running away with you was only an idea in her head, but I knew about it, because she told me that night. Now she’s forgotten everything. I want you to tell me why. I want you to tell me what’s going on.’
Chase sits back in his chair, clapping his hands slowly. Other people in the café are looking over at us.
‘Well done, Travis!’ he snipes. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you, it didn’t take you long to figure it out.’
‘Was there any doubt that I wouldn’t?’ I bite back. ‘So what’s your agenda with Demi? Why are you younger than you were when I left, posing as her boyfriend, and how and why have you made her forget all that stuff at the beach, only to do her head in, and to confuse her to the point where she thinks she might be going mad?’
He smiles his usual cold smile. ‘I’m not going to tell you all of it,’ he says smugly. ‘That wouldn’t be much fun; but OK, I’ll tell you some of it. I made Demi forget because I was, er, experimenting to see if something works here like it does in twenty ninety-nine. I’m pleased to say that it does. I made three mistakes; I saved you from drowning, I gave you my red jumper to keep you warm, and I didn’t stay away long enough for this to heal.’ He swipes off his glasses, showing the bruise. ‘When I heard you’d already told her everything I couldn’t really deny it because she told me about the jumper, but I have to admit to being a little more than satisfied to see her confusion when I arrived. It means I haven’t lost my touch. I had to come back straightaway, play the supportive boyfriend, reassure her she hasn’t lost her mind – ouch!’
I land a punch square on his jaw. He tries to stop himself from falling by grabbing my shirt, but it doesn’t work because he topples backwards, upsetting the beers, and landing in a heap on the floor, a piece of my torn sleeve in his hand.
‘You snake!’ I shout. ‘She loves you, and she thinks you love her! What is she, part of some sick plan you’ve got which involves getting at me? Well, if she is, keep her out of it! Creeping into her life, trying to screw it up, and messing with her head! If you harm her...’
There’s a hand on my collar, and I’m being hurled out into the street. Chase follows soon after. He lands on top of me, so I push him off.
‘You’re barred!’ bellows the café owner. ‘Fighting in my place! Sod off, the pair o’ yez!’
The door slams shut. We get to our feet, brush ourselves down, and glare at one another.
‘Well, I’m off to my hotel,’ says Chase coldly, rubbing his chin. ‘Tell Demi I’ll see her later.’
He brushes past me, knocking my shoulder.
Oh, and Travis?’
‘What?’
‘I hope you washed that jumper, because I want it back!’
He saunters up the hill towards the hotel. I’m being scowled at through the café window, so I cross the road, making my way towards the bank. Loitering in the doorway I can just see the hotel entrance from there. I’ve no idea if Chase will come back out, but something tells me I should watch and wait, and at last he puts in an appearance. Quickly I duck behind a pillar, but he’s going in the opposite direction. I dart out of sight, watching as he walks towards the crossroads, his hands in his pockets. I follow at a reasonable distance, keeping well back in case he decides to turn around.
Soon we’re walking into open countryside. There isn’t much in the way of cover, except for a few brambly hedges, so I make sure I keep well back. There are two policemen standing at the junction of the road guarding a barrier with signs saying that it’s closed to pedestrians and traffic. A car drives slowly, stops, and is directed towards the diversion. The policeman is about to look up, so I scramble quickly into the hedge, wincing as the sharp brambles scratch my arm.
Chase approaches the policemen. They stop him, and speak to him briefly. I nearly gasp out loud when he raises his finger, and presses it against their foreheads in turn. Staring straight through him, they open the road block, and let him pass!
Hypnosis! That’s what he wants to practise; that’s what he’s being doing to Demi! My blood runs cold. Chase likes to use hypnosis in his therapy sessions at the institution. Why does he want to use it here, other than to get a kick out of manipulating a vulnerable person like Demi?
I don’t expect to get past the road block, but I’m desperate to keep Chase in sight, so I worm my way towards the lane through the fields. Luckily it’s been dry recently; I won’t get muddy if I fall in a ditch. The hedges are dense, and I’m attacked by more brambles and nettles as I fight my way through long grass, adding to the tear in my shirt as I go.
I work out that the lane leading to the Frasers’ farm lies in the direction of a small collection of trees at the end of the field. Once I get through the other side I come to a stone wall which isn’t very high, so I’m able to see the farmhouse. There’s a policeman standing by the gate leading up to the farm, and I can just make out the top of a police car parked further along.
Chase is there, talking to him. I want to get closer, hear what they’re saying, but the fields are too open, and I can’t do it without being noticed. I decide not to risk it. I wonder if Chase is going to pull the hypnotic finger trick on him, too; he does! Then he walks up to the farmhouse, opens the door, and goes in. He’s in the house for about ten minutes before he eventually comes out, walks past the policeman, and goes back towards the main road.
I retrace my steps, thinking about what I’ve just seen. Chase is one scary sod, all right! I think I’ll ask him how that hypnosis works when he comes to Dr Mac’s tonight, show him up at dinner, make him squirm, tell him I know what he’s been up to. I want to see how he reacts, and I want to see how Demi reacts when she finds out her boyfriend has visited the farm.
I find my way back to the road, and tramp back to Dr Mac’s cottage.
It’s raining by the time I get there. Dr Mac’s car is parked outside; he’s back from his afternoon rounds. I hear his voice in the kitchen, and Demi’s reply. I don’t announce my arrival, but head straight for the stairs. I’ll be quizzed about the scratches, but before I have to face the barrage of questioning I want to get changed out of my torn clothes.
I’m halfway up the stairs when I hear a third voice. Chase is here already! I don’t know what’s stopping me from rushing into the kitchen, and letting him know I’m onto him. Instead I slink back down the stairs, and tiptoe to the kitchen door to listen to what they’re saying. They’re sitting around the table, drinking tea.
‘I’ve been interested in hypnosis for years,’ Chase is saying. ‘In fact I’m thinking of doing a thesis on it. I’ve been following Professor Heinrich’s theories closely. Do you know him, Dr MacIntyre?’
‘Do I know him?’ is Dr Mac’s reply. ‘He’s the world’s leading expert on hypnosis. Some of his case studies have shown remarkable results in digging out the darkest recesses of the mind.’
‘Well, I’ve been working on his other theory that you can make people forget things. I was thinking of using that subject for my dissertation when I eventually take up psychiatry. I’ve already tried out some of his theories, under supervision, of course.’
Silence; then Demi asks, ‘Isn’t that dangerous, especially if you don’t know what you’re doing?’
She has her back to me, so I can’t see her face, but I can see his. He’s gazing at her with those cold, grey eyes. ‘I’d never do it without proper supervision, Demi.’
‘Excuse me,’ mumbles Demi, and scrapes back her chair. I crouch behind the door as she runs through it, her hand over her mouth.
‘Leave her,’ Dr Mac says to Chase. ‘Demi is prone to these little fits of emotion just now. She’s not sleeping well, either; she says she keeps seeing her dad being killed, but she won’t take a sedative. She’ll come back down in a minute.’
I wait for a moment by the door. Chase doesn’t appear, and the conversation changes to something else. I find Demi sobbing in her room. When she sees me in the doorway she cries, ‘Travis! When did you get back?’
‘Ssh!’ I sit down next to her on the bed. ‘I didn’t want anyone to know I was back before I got changed. Only I heard voices, and Chase...’
‘Your clothes are torn! Where did you get those scratches?’
‘I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you. It involves your friend Chas.’
She’s alarmingly calm as I tell my story. When I’ve finished she says, ‘Travis, there’s something I want to tell you, too.’
‘What is it, Dem?’
She plays with the tissue in her hands. ‘I’ve been wondering about things again, about the night I found you on the beach. This afternoon I found something which I think means you were right.’ She holds up a ferry ticket. ‘It’s Crianvarich to Oban, one way,’ she states flatly, ‘dated the sixth, for the five o’clock ferry.’ She hands the ticket over. ‘I found it in here.’ She pulls out a large black bag from under her bed.
‘That’s it!’ I exclaim. ‘That’s the bag you had with you!’
Demi sweeps her hand through her hair. ‘As soon as I saw that ticket it all came flooding back to me. Dad was on a bender, blind drunk, shouting about Chas, saying I couldn’t have a boyfriend, or get married. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I called Chas, and he told me to buy the tickets for the early ferry next day. Anyway, I didn’t want to spend another night under the same roof as Dad, so I arranged to meet Chas at the cave, and wait there with him before going to the ferry terminal. That’s when I bumped into you.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘I know I found you there, I know you had a seizure, but until now I haven’t been able to say for sure what I was doing there, other than thinking I was out for a walk. Now I know that’s not true; so you see, Travis, what with that, and with you being able to recognise Chas, and having his jumper, I reckon I owe you an apology.’ I squeeze her hand. A tear drops from her cheek. ‘What I don’t know is what happened between then, and when – when Dad...’ she breaks off with a sob.
I kiss her hand. ‘There’s something about Chase that scares you,’ I say softly. ‘What is it?’
Demi takes a deep breath. ‘That’s what I was about to tell you. After Dad died I started to get strange pictures in my head, seeing myself lying on my bed, with my eyes closed, and him – Chas – talking to me, telling me that when I woke up, it would just like it never happened, and I’d think he’d gone back to Manchester. What does it mean, Travis? I put it down to me grieving at first, and my head being all over the place, but why would I think Chas was saying that?’
I frown.
‘And another time,’ she continues, ‘I’m standing in front of him with my eyes closed again, and he has his finger on my forehead. I’m counting backwards from ten. He clicks his fingers, and I’ve forgotten what happened.’
‘Hypnosis!’ I growl.
‘That’s what’s so scary,’ gasps Demi. ‘He’s just been talking about that, and that’s what made me run out of the kitchen. He says he’s been practising. It made me think of all those dreams. I wondered if he was practising on me! Oh, but it’s so hard to believe! Why would he want to hypnotise me?’
‘I don’t know, but I’ll find out,’ I promise her grimly. ‘That’s how he got past the road block; he hypnotised the police. Trust me, Dem,’ I kiss her hand again, ‘he’s trouble.’
Demi releases her hand. ‘I’m cold.’
She goes over to the little electric heater in the corner of the room. When she comes back to the bed she grabs her duvet, and wraps it around her body.
‘It’s all a bit far-fetched, though, Travis. I may have dreamt he hypnotised me, but that doesn’t mean he actually did it, and you can’t prove he did the same to those coppers. It was just a feeling I had when he started talking about hypnotism just now, like someone was walking over my grave.’
‘No; we’re talking about him, Demi,’ I say impatiently, ‘not the man you think is your boyfriend; we’re talking about Professor Michael Charles Chase from twenty ninety-nine!’
Demi sighs. ‘Oh, yeah, and that’s another thing. You were there saying you knew Chas from the future, as an old man, a professor! That bit I didn’t believe!’
‘It’s true! He’s head of – a place I used to live in. He is a neurosurgeon, and a psychiatrist. He knows hypnosis, used it on the inmates. No, it’s not a hospital. Not the type you think, anyway!’
She looks at me closely. ‘One thing is certain, Travis, you’re one big mystery. I’ve wondered about you these last few days. I still don’t get why you haven’t aged; and why, if Chas is who you say he is, is he younger?’
‘I don’t know. I asked him. He won’t tell me.’
I run to the door.
‘Where are you going, Travis?’
‘I’m going to have it out with him right now! I’m going to make him talk, get him to tell us the truth, Dem!’
‘Wait!’ She grabs my waist as I open the door. ‘Don’t. It’ll be your word against his. You won’t prove anything that way.’
‘At least let me prove I’m not crazy!’
‘I don’t think you’re crazy!’ she cries. ‘But, Travis – you’re – you’re as mysterious as he is. You confuse me as much as he does!’
I put my arms around her. Then, without meaning to, I kiss her. She pulls away from me, and rests her head on my shoulder.
‘Oh, Travis. What’s happening? Are we both going mental?’
I whisper in her ear. ‘Who do you trust the most, Dem?’
She raises her eyes to me. There’s so much sadness in them.
‘I do trust you. Travis,’ she whispers back, ‘but I love Chas. I don’t know why he’s using hypnosis on me, if that’s what he has been doing. Maybe I asked him to. I haven’t been sleeping well. I keep seeing – Dad...’
A loud banging on the front door shakes us apart.
‘Who’s that?’ Demi runs to the window. ‘It’s the police! That detective from Oban, Detective Inspector Innes, and our local copper, Frank Mackay! They must have news.’
She flies out of the room. I’m about to follow when I catch sight of Chase and Dr Mac appearing at Demi’s side. I hold back on the landing, listening.
‘Good afternoon, Dr MacIntyre. Hello, Demi.’
‘Is there news?’ demands Demi. ‘Have you found Dad’s killer?’
‘We’re here to see your friend Travis.’ I wince. The police haven’t questioned me yet. ‘Have you seen him? Is he here?’
I’m waiting for Demi to say I’m upstairs, but she doesn’t.
‘I haven’t seen him since this morning,’ says Dr Mac. ‘He went to the harbour with Demi to meet Chas here off the ferry.’
‘I haven’t seen him, either,’ says Chase, although I don’t know why he would lie for me, ‘not since the ferry. What’s he done?’
‘We need to ask him some questions.’
‘About what?’ Demi sounds edgy. ‘He can’t tell you anything about that night. He was ill, he had a seizure.’
‘We’ve found something,’ says the detective, ‘at the farm.’
‘To do with Travis?’
‘We’re not disclosing anything until we’ve had the chance to talk to him properly.’
‘But you’re implying he’s a suspect!’
‘Do you know where he is now?’ interrupts the detective sharply.
I don’t stop to hear Demi’s answer. Without thinking twice I open the landing window, and jump.



9. Running
It’s a long way down, about ten feet. I land awkwardly, twisting my ankle when I reach the ground. I’m barely able to walk, let alone run. They’ll catch up with me in no time, so I’ll have to hide somewhere.
The front door opens. Quickly I stoop down behind the bin, watching as the police car drives away, then I move towards the kitchen window, and look in. The kitchen is empty, so I go through the back door, which is never locked, and make for the cupboard where the vacuum cleaner is kept. It’s a bit of a tight squeeze, but I’ll be all right as long as nobody thinks of looking inside.
I listen to the activity in the house, the footsteps on the stairs, the conversation. I keep asking myself why the police might think I’m involved in Mr Fraser’s death, what they’ve found – and if Chase knows anything about it.
I hear a door close. Someone is coming into the kitchen.
‘They’ve got it all wrong,’ says Demi desperately. A chair scrapes back; water runs from the tap. ‘Travis hasn’t done anything.’
‘But they must have a reason for wanting to talk to him,’ says Chase.
‘I don’t know why!’
‘We’ll have to find him.’ That’s Dr Mac. ‘I’ll ring my solicitor. We should get Travis some representation, just in case.’
I try to get more comfortable. My ankle is giving me jip! I clench the thought pod tightly in my hand, call out to Hudson and Alexander, but as usual there’s no reply. I feel abandoned and alone.
‘They say they’ve found something, Demi,’ Dr Mac goes on. ‘It must be enough for them to want to question him. If you know where he is you must tell the police. He’d be better off trying to clear his name by telling them what they need to know. Not only that,’ I hear the clinking of crockery, ‘he hasn’t got his medication with him. He’ll need it.’
‘Look, I don’t know where he is,’ cries Demi, ‘and if I did I wouldn’t tell them.’
‘I’ll help you look for him, Dr Mac,’ offers Chase.
‘Let’s have a cup of tea first. All this has been a bit of a shock!’
The last thing I want is Chase to find me! I think about escaping to the cave, the only refuge I have, but I worry that’s the first place they’ll look. I could go deeper inside the cavern, and hope they don’t decide to do a thorough search there. I’ll have to hide for a day or two until I can plan how to get off the island without being seen.
Eventually Dr Mac says, ‘Well, I’ll call my solicitor. Then shall we go and look for Travis?’
There’s a short pause before Demi replies, ‘No. Let’s go later. He won’t be far. I’m going for a walk first. I need to think.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ says Chase.
No answer.
The kitchen door opens and closes. I hear Dr Mac talking on the telephone, telling someone that he’ll be there shortly. There are footsteps coming back into the kitchen, the door open and closes, then there’s the sound of an engine, and a car moves away. The house seems empty now, so I think it’s safe to come out.
I make for the drawer where I know Dr Mac keeps matches and candles, and the shelf where he keeps a torch. I’ll need that in case I have to move by night. I just hope the batteries last out.
I collect food: biscuits, some of Mrs Dunbar’s cherry cake, tea, coffee, packet stuff I can heat up in water, rice, tinned vegetables, and a bottle of water. I also take a small pan to heat the food with.
The other thing I need is a bandage for my ankle, so I take one from Dr Mac’s surgery, as well as much of my medication as I can find in the drug cabinet. I strap my ankle tightly, before walking slowly and gingerly up the stairs to my room, intending to take my duvet.
‘Hello, Travis.’
I’m frozen to the spot. Chase is standing in the doorway, smiling at me in that nasty way of his.
‘I thought you’d gone,’ I say weakly.
‘I know. I bet you were glad to get out of that cupboard. You must’ve been really uncomfortable.’
Slowly I release my grip from the doorknob. I don’t bother to ask how he knew where I was hiding, or how come he came back so quickly; I’m more concerned about Demi.
‘Demi decided not to have a walk after all, she wanted to lie down,’ he says. ‘She has a headache. It came on very suddenly.’
He’s deliberately blocking the doorway, but I can just make out Demi lying on her bed. She’s moving her head on the pillow, moaning and mumbling. Her face is hot and flushed.
‘Yeah; I bet it did!’
Forgetting about my ankle I rush towards him. As we stumble into Demi’s room his glasses fall off. I pin him to the floor, digging my knee into one arm, and grabbing the other as he hits out. No way is he going to do his hypnosis trick on me!
‘What have you done to her?’
‘Nothing; I told you, she has a headache!’
‘Get up!’
I drag him to his feet. He lunges at me with something clenched in his fist; it’s a syringe. I grab his wrist, and he drops it. Demi’s sleeve is rolled up, and there’s a small red mark on her arm.
‘You’ve drugged her!’
Chase goes for me again, but years of fighting practice gives me the upper hand, and I twist his arm behind his back.
‘Move!’ I push him out onto the landing towards the bathroom.
‘What are you going to do to me?’ he whines.
I fight the urge to fill the basin with water and shove his head in. As tempting as it is to kill Chase I can’t add another murder to the list! While I hold him firmly by the hair I pull the light cord from the ceiling. Then I force his wrists behind his back, and tie them tightly together.
‘You won’t get away with this, Travis,’ he pants as I push him back to the bedroom. ‘They’ll catch you.’
‘Shut up!’ I snap. ‘You planted evidence at the farm, didn’t you? You wanted them to think I murdered Demi’s dad!’
‘Yes.’
‘To get me away from Demi, make her hate me?’
‘Of course; but she doesn’t believe you’re guilty. I’ve just given her a powerful truth drug I brought from the future to jog her memory as to where you might be hiding.’
‘You might’ve guessed I’d go to the cave.’
‘When I suggested looking there Demi wasn’t keen on the idea, but I don’t like taking no for an answer.’
I tighten the light cord so that it cuts into his wrists. ‘What were you going to do once you’d found me? Kill me?’
He laughs as I push him to the floor.
‘Yeah, I want to kill you,’ he says callously, ‘like I killed Fraser! He was standing in the way of my happiness with Demi, trying to get her to chuck me. You’re in my way, too, but Demi isn’t the only reason you must die! I thought a nice spell in prison would be a good way of keeping you out of my way for a while, but you wouldn’t be safe from me there; and no, I won’t tell you why I really want you dead. You’ll find out soon enough.’
I smack him across the face for that.
‘You killed him!’ I’m seething. ‘I should’ve known! You cold-hearted, nasty little runt! That’s the Chase I know and love!’ He cries out when I ram my knee into his back. ‘What about Demi? She can’t make sense of what happened in between the beach, and finding out her dad was dead. The rest came back to her in the end, but that part didn’t! What else have you done to her?’ When he doesn’t answer I pull his ear. ‘Tell me! Have you done something to her brain?’ I drag him to his feet, and we stumble to the bed. ‘Did you operate on her?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous! How can I operate without her noticing? Anyway, I don’t have any instruments here.’
‘But you do have syringes! Have you been injecting her in the head, then? Yeah, there it is!’ I brush aside her fringe, and find a small pink puncture hole in her forehead.
All my hatred for Chase spills over into that one moment. I can’t stop punching him; his head flops from side to side. Blood and spit fly out of his mouth and nose. Only my respect for Dr Mac stops me from finishing him off. I’m not going to kill him in his house, and leave more evidence for them to convict me with.
‘I had to stop her memory from coming back completely,’ he gabbles when I run out of punches. Blood is pouring from his nose, his eyes are puffed and bruised, and his mouth is swelling up. He’s having difficulty talking. ‘I knew the hypnosis wouldn’t be enough, it’s only a short term solution. Something always triggers the memory to return; that red jumper, for instance. She said she was having visions of events on the beach, so I guessed it wouldn’t be long before the murder came back to her, too.’
I grab his throat. ‘She saw what you did?’
He nods. ‘She told me she was visiting a friend, so I went to the farm to have it out with Fraser. He was tanked up to the eyeballs. Our fight spilled out into the lane, and Demi saw me hit him on the back of the head with a stone. I didn’t know she was behind me. I used the hypnosis on her to shut her up, but I couldn’t just rely on that, or the trauma of what she saw to make her blank it out completely, so while she was under I took her back to the hotel, and injected her temporal lobe with an antiphein agent before telling her to go to the beach. By the time she got there she was out of the trance, and had forgotten what she saw.’
‘Well, you wasted your time!’ I growl. ‘I’m going to tell her!’
‘She won’t believe you!’
‘She’s believed me before, she will again!’
‘I should’ve killed you while I had the chance! I should’ve killed Demi, too, but I couldn’t. I love her.’
‘You love her!’ I sneer, punching him again. ‘I’ll make you sorry you didn’t kill us!’
‘Finish it!’ he moans. ‘Or so help me I’ll come after you!’
‘Good! I want you to.’
My mind is all over the place, confused, excited, and crazy. My head is warm and fuzzy; I hope I don’t have a seizure, and fall to Chase’s mercy. I pray for the medication to keep a fit at bay.
Something on the carpet catches my eye. I put my hand in my pocket; the pod has fallen through a small hole there. I pick it up, intending to put it in my shirt pocket, all the time thinking hysterically, ‘And so the great Professor Michael Charles Chase is a murderer!’
‘That’s right, Travis,’ his reply drops into my head. ‘Excuse the thoughts, by the way, but I can’t speak very well right now. My mouth hurts a bit.’
‘You’re using a pod!’
‘I had it inserted into the back of my neck before I came here, next to my probe, so I can use it all the time.’
I glare at him. ‘You still haven’t told me why you’re here, or how come you’re younger. I also want to know what “evidence” you planted to get me in the frame for Mr Fraser’s murder!’
A noise downstairs saves him from answering. Someone shouts up the stairs, ‘Hello?’
Mrs Dunbar! She’s not supposed to be here today!
‘Travis,’ she calls, ‘are you up there?’
I put my hand firmly over Chase’s mouth. ‘Yeah.’
‘I was passing, so I thought I’d drop off a bit of salmon. Mr Dunbar caught it yesterday in Loch Crian.’
‘Sorry, can’t come down, Mrs D; just got out of the shower.’
‘That’s all right. Tell Dr Mac I’ve put it in the fridge, will you?’
‘Yeah.’
‘All right; see you Thursday. Cheery-bye.’ The front door clicks shut.
‘Come on, you,’ I say to Chase, ‘we have to move. How do we wake her up?’
‘You’ll need the antidote.’
‘Where is it?’
‘Jacket pocket.’
I rummage in his pocket, and take out a small capsule filled with liquid. It flows onto Demi’s tongue as I tip it into her mouth. She starts to cough; then her eyes open slowly.
‘What’s – what’s happening?’ she gasps. She looks at Chase, and her hand reaches out to him. ‘Chas! Have you been fighting? Travis? What’s been going on?’
‘There’s no time to explain now,’ I interrupt. ‘I have to get out of here, and I’m taking him with me. Are you all right?’
‘Yeah.’ Demi runs her hand through her hair. ‘My head aches a bit, but – och, Travis, the police! They’re out looking for you! They think you killed my dad! You didn’t, did you?’
‘No, I didn’t, Demi, but I know who did.’ I pull Chase’s head back. ‘Tell her!’
Demi turns to him, her eyes wide with fear.
His voice is barely a whisper. ‘I did it.’
Demi swallows. ‘What?’
‘You saw me do it,’ gulps Chase. ‘That’s why I had to make you – forget. I’ve blanked it out of your memory.’
I tell her how he did it.
For a moment she doesn’t speak. I think there’s a look of recognition on her face, like she already knows, but doesn’t want to believe it.
‘The nightmares,’ she mutters, almost deliriously, ‘they weren’t nightmares at all; they were real! I saw my dad die! It was – you...’ She lets out a blood-curdling scream.
Then, as weak as she is, she finds strength from somewhere, jumps off the bed, and slaps his face before spitting into it. She kicks him, over and over, in the nuts, on the legs. I could let her finish him off for me, but that would mean two of us being done for murder, so reluctantly I drag her away.
‘Why?’ Tears are streaming down her face. ‘Why did you do it? Why didn’t you kill me, too?’
‘I couldn’t. I love you.’
‘You love me?’
She delivers one more fierce kick at his nuts before flopping down on the bed, spent with anger and grief. I haul Chase to his feet.
‘I’ve got to go, Demi. Are you going to be all right?’
Slowly she raises her tear-stained face. ‘There’s no need for you to go now, Travis,’ she says hoarsely. ‘He’s confessed. We’ll tell the police everything. Either that, or I’ll fetch Dad’s shotgun, put an end to him now!’
‘No, you won’t, Dem, he’s not worth you risking your freedom for.’ Chase, battered, bruised, bloodied, is barely able to stand, but I won’t let him drop back to the floor again. ‘There’s something I have to do.’
‘Just give him up to the police, let them deal with him.’
‘I want answers to a few questions first. It’s to do with – what I already know about him.’
‘You mean about him being from the future, like you?’ She gives Chase a look of pure hatred. ‘Is it true, then, about that? It wouldn’t surprise me, not after what I know now!’
‘Drop dead!’ he snarls, spitting at her feet.
‘Stay here, Demi.’ I grab Chase by the scruff of the neck. He wriggles, tries to get away, but I soon put a stop to that by kicking his shin. ‘You need to recover, and Dr Mac will wonder where you are if you disappear.’
‘Where will you go?’ she asks. ‘Unless you get off the island, there’s nowhere you can go. They’ll catch up with you.’
‘Well, if they do, Chase can own up then.’
She follows us out of the room. ‘Take some food with you.’
‘I’ve packed food, matches, and candles, and I was about to get my duvet when I ran into him.’
‘I’ll get it for you,’ she offers.
I shove Chase down the stairs while Demi carries the duvet. She finds a bin bag for it, and puts food and the other stuff in with it.
‘Take care,’ she whispers, hugging me.
‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’
She shrugs. ‘Go on.’
‘Move it!’ I say to Chase, closing the door on Demi’s sobs.
A man is walking along the beach with a dog scampering at his heels. The dog is jumping in and out of the sea, chasing sticks. It trots up to me, panting, wagging its tail eagerly. I stroke its black fur, until the man whistles, and it runs back to him.
Before following its master the dog drops the stick. I put it into the bag with the other rubbish I’ve collected for a fire. The sticks are slightly damp, but I’m confident I’ll get them to burn.
The tide is out. I run across the stones, up the jagged steps, and into the cavern. Chase lies on the flat stone bed, still tied up, his eyes heavy with the effects of his own truth drug I’ve forced into him. I don’t trust him to give me honest answers without it. I swallow my pod; my insides are the safest place to keep it. It’s no good talking; Chase’s mouth is swollen, he can barely open it.
‘Answers,’ I demand.
His thoughts are weak, but just about decipherable.
‘You know how interrogation works, Travis. You have to ask me a question first!’
‘Why have you followed me?’
‘To kill you.’
‘Why do you want me dead?’
‘So you don’t kill me.’
A pause. ‘I didn’t know I was meant to kill you.’
‘You want to. You’re going to try, anyway.’
‘That’s not a bad idea. How did you get here?’
‘Through the hole.’
‘What hole?’ 
‘I came to this world through a time portal, in this cave.’
‘A portal?’ I stare around the cave walls. ‘Here?’
Time portals are fairly common phenomena in my time. They usually appear during violent electrical storms, encased in bright, golden lights, forming holes in the air, often drawing people through them into other time dimensions. I’ve never actually seen one myself, and I wouldn’t expect to see one in this world as the atmosphere isn’t hot enough to create such storms, but a portal inside a cave sounds a bit strange.
Then I think about the lights which always appear during my seizures, and I’m wondering now if they could be portals. That may be why I’m so drawn to the cave, and why I hear voices from my future. There may be a portal here all the time, trying to draw me back to my own world, but if so, where is it coming from?
‘It’s the electricity which triggers them,’ says Chase. ‘A portal isn’t very far away when you’re around.’
Of course! The electricity generated in my brain when I have a seizure! And there’s the electro-convulsive therapy, the ECT projecting me here...quickly I scramble that thought, so Chase can’t hear. I don’t want to drop Alexander in it.
‘They’ve got something to do with your seizures, I believe,’ he adds. ‘Sorry, I don’t really know how a portal works; I’m not a physicist. I only know how to control one once I’m in it. They can appear anywhere, you know, indoors as well as outdoors. That’s why they appear in the cave. One appeared in your room at the institution, just as you were having a fit, so I went through it, and told it where I wanted to go. That’s why I’m here now.’
‘You make out you use them like some sort of public transport!’ I sneer.
‘I do. That’s exactly what they’re for, if you know how to use them properly.’
I stop laughing. I remind myself he’s pumped up with the truth drug, so he can’t be lying. ‘Suppose I believe that; how did you know I was here?’
For one awful moment I think he’s going to say I got it out of Alexander, until he replies, ‘I read your mind with a cortexoscope.’
He goes on to explain how a cortexoscope works, but I already know. A cortexoscope is attached to the brain’s cortex, and can track a person’s thoughts and feelings. Every police guard has a cortexoscope program built into its software, so that it doesn’t have to bother extracting a confession from a live prisoner. The thought of Chase attaching one of those things to my brain makes me want to throw up. Even so it’s good to know my brain is still functioning in twenty ninety-nine, and there are still thoughts floating about in my head, even if my body is lifeless.
‘All right; tell me how come you’re so much younger.’
‘I injected myself with Deprovine. It took immediate effect as I stepped through the portal.’
The age reduction drug, given to the old ones at the institution to keep them alive longer so they can keep on working, also used illegally by rich women to try to stay young.
‘You went a bit mad with it, didn’t you?’
‘I didn’t want you to recognise me, but of course you did; and when I met Demi...’
‘Mr Fraser’s murder,’ I interrupt, ‘what did you do to make the police think I might’ve killed him?’
‘During our fight at the café I tore off a piece of your shirt. I took it with me back to the farm, and, er, persuaded the policeman there that he found it, and that it belonged to you.’
I think back to the fight. I’m almost impressed by his ingenuity. ‘You sly, cunning little git!’
He doesn’t answer. His thoughts are very weak now, and almost immediately he’s unconscious.
‘To hell with you!’ I kick his foot. ‘Why don’t I just kill you now?’



10. Portal
Only I’m not ready to kill him just yet. I want to know a bit more about the portals.
I throw the last stick onto the pile, and light the match. I’m not entirely sure I believe what he’s just told me, truth drug or not. My seizures producing enough electricity to induce portals! It’s too fantastic! Still, I can’t help daydreaming, as I watch the sticks catch light, that a portal would come in handy right now, so I can escape the police.
No matter how I get away the hardest part will be leaving Demi, especially since I’ve just found her again. I’m still pondering on this when I spill the bag of food onto the ground.
‘Chase,’ I prod him with my foot, ‘wake up.’
No answer. He’s fast asleep, so I shake him, and drag him into a sitting position.
‘Chase, I’ve got food.’
I hold a biscuit to his lips; still no response. I turn away with a shrug. ‘Suit yourself; all the more for me.’
Suddenly I feel the full weight of his body on mine, and his arms tighten around my neck. I notice the broken cord at my feet. The crafty swine’s been faking it, loosening the cord around his wrists somehow, and probably scraping it on a jagged rock. I swing around, trying to shake him off. My leg is burning; I’ve fallen onto the fire. I can’t cry out, because his hands are squeezing my throat. Now he’s sitting on top of me, his cold grey eyes burning into mine. My lids start to droop; I’m fading away.
The colours are strong: orange, red, purple, yellow – and then black. Dr Alexander and Hudson appear in my mind’s eye, smiling at me. I also see a woman in her forties or thereabouts, standing on tiptoe. She kisses me on the cheek. She calls me by my name. She looks vaguely familiar, but I don’t know who she is.
I hear Demi’s voice. I try to speak, but the words don’t come.
The colours have gone, the cave is back. Chase has fallen from the cavern ledge onto the stones below. I hear the sea swishing around; the tide is coming in. My leg hurts like hell. Demi is standing over me, shaking with fright, one of Dr Mac’s golf clubs in her hand.
I stare down at Chase. He’s unconscious again, with blood trickling down his face.
‘He’s still breathing,’ whispers Demi. ‘I didn’t hit him hard enough to kill him.’
‘You shouldn’t have followed us, Dem.’ Bloody hell; my throat hurts, too!
‘It’s a good job I did! It wasn’t hard to work out where you were. I came to warn you; the police are on their way!’ She bends down next to me. ‘Oh, God, Travis, look at your leg!’
‘I fell in the fire,’ I croak.
‘I must get you back to Dr Mac’s, then.’
‘I can’t go back there. There’s the little matter of the police.’
‘But, like I said, Chas can tell them the truth now.’
‘He’ll deny it, Demi,’ I say irritably, ‘and they might think I tried to force him to say he killed your dad.’
‘You have me as a witness. I’ll tell them what he did to me. If he has any more drugs on him you can show them to the police.’
‘That wouldn’t help. They might say I planted them, and persuaded you to speak up for me.’ I struggle to my feet. ‘Come on; the sea’s coming in fast; I don’t want him to drown!’
The pain in my leg is now so bad I’m worried I might collapse, but Demi helps me to climb down to the lower chamber of the cave, where Chase is lying, apparently lifeless, the sea lapping around his face. I manage to stagger along the rocks. Chase’s pulse is strong; his heart is still beating, but his face is white.
Demi is scared, but not of the sea.
‘Travis, he doesn’t look well!’ she says worriedly.
‘He’s still alive,’ I assure her, ‘but we have to revive him. I want him to tell me more about the portals.’
‘Portals?’ Demi is clutching her head. ‘Travis, we’ve no time for any more of your crazy science fiction stories, the police are looking for you!’
‘Help me to sit him up!’ I slap Chase’s face hard. ‘Wake up, you git!’
This time I’m ready for any fast ones he might try to pull.
His eyes flicker. He looks straight at me, then at Demi. The sea is whirling in fast, around his body, around my backside, around Demi’s ankles. The salt is stinging my leg.
‘Demi,’ Chase whispers pleadingly. She looks away in disgust.
‘Never mind her, stupid! Sit up!’ I command.
‘My head!’ he groans.
‘Don’t worry; it’s still attached to your neck!’
‘Travis,’ says Demi in a hushed voice, ‘the sea! It’s – it’s getting deeper...’
‘Go back up to the cavern, then!’
She sloshes through the rising tide back towards the rocks leading up to the cavern. I hear a squeal, then a splash, and turn around quickly; she’s fallen in the water.
‘I slipped!’ she whines. ‘I told you I would!’ She drags herself out, grumbling about her wet clothes. ‘Don’t bother to help me, will you?’
‘Don’t be such a wuss!’ I snap. I’m sitting on Chase to keep him still. ‘Sort yourself out, I’m not leaving him.’
She ambles back to the rocks. For a moment I stare out to sea, but I’m aware of what’s going on. My vision is blurred, and my head is hot; I’m having an absence seizure. There’s the familiar light, right on cue. I can’t seem to move my eyes from it, even though it’s burning into my brain.
In the distance Demi’s voice is calling to me. ‘Travis!’
I turn to look at her. She’s gripping the wall of the cave; but there’s something else; I’m looking right through her! She’s transparent! The light is encircling her body, shuddering around her like ripples from a whirlpool. I splash towards her. She’s mouthing for help, but disappearing fast.
‘Demi! No!’
‘Anyone who comes into contact with a portal can be taken by it,’ gabbles Chase. ‘We could tell it where we want to go, but she won’t know what’s happening to her. She could end up anywhere. ’
‘Demi! Don’t worry; I’ll bring you back!’
I dive towards her, but I’m too late; she’s vanished! And so has the portal!
I’m banging my fists against the cave wall like a lunatic, blood streaming from my hands as they cut into the rock. Try as I might I can’t find any sort of gap leading back to Demi.
‘She’s gone,’ says Chase.
He says it like she’s just popped out for a walk along the beach. The blood from my hands is dripping into the sea, but I don’t feel the pain as I wade back to him, and grip his arm.
‘You’ll never find her,’ he yelps. ‘You don’t know where she is.’
‘I have to try!’
‘You’re pissing in the wind! You can’t just guess where she is! The only way she can come back is to tell the portal where she wants to go herself, and she won’t know she can do that.’
The cave starts to spin; this feels like a big one. A seizure now could give Chase the upper hand, or cause me to drown. Then I see the light, covering the mouth of the cave. I stumble towards it, not having much idea in my mind whether I’m going to take myself back to twenty ninety-nine, or guess a time where Demi might be, and try to find her.
The blow on the back of my head is skull-shattering, and I collapse into the water. I suffer the full weight of Chase’s body on my shoulders as he holds me under. No! I can’t die now, not like this, not at Chase’s hands!
My feet are dragging against loose stones. Do something...
I’m clawing at the water until my hand grasps something long and thin. Guessing that it’s Demi’s weapon, the golf club, I grip it tightly, and with all the strength I can muster I ram it hard between Chase’s legs. His roars are confused with the bubbling of the water in my ears, and soon I’m fighting for air, looking down at him as he clutches his nuts, howling in agony.
‘Now,’ I pant with rage, ‘it’s your turn to die!’
I let the golf club fall from my hands, watching as our blood mingles to form a dark, deep red pool on the surface of the water. I’ve never killed anyone before, but I’ve seen enough blood, beatings and death not to be afraid of the consequences. Well, it’s done; he’s dead.
And yet a strange, overwhelming feeling of sadness sweeps over me as I look down at his body. At last I’m free of him! He’s gone, meaning that when I return to our future, he won’t exist. I should be happy, but for some weird reason I’m not.
I have to dispose of the body before the portal disappears.
I decide to bury him under a mound of stones up in the cavern. No one will ever find him there, and if they do, I’ll be safely on the other side of time, out of the way of suspicion. Only I can’t heave him up the steps. He’s too heavy for me to drag that far, and my burnt leg is weighing me down. I could wait until the sea rises a bit further, but it only finds its level halfway to the cavern once the tide is fully in, and I’ll still have to get him over the ledge somehow. While I’m debating what to do Chase is face down in the water, floating purposelessly.
The portal! I could get him through that, go back to twenty ninety-nine, to Corrugated City. I know a place where no one will find him. Then I’ll find another portal, try to find Demi, bring her back here, say goodbye properly, and go back home.
I’m excited about going home, finding my mates, Jenna in particular. I’ll tell them everything, and ask them to help me find Demi. I can’t wait to tell them about my adventures; but would they believe me? I smile; maybe not.
There’ll be no epilepsy medication on the streets in twenty ninety-nine, but maybe I’ll find a way of getting in touch with Dr Alexander, ask him to supply me with tablets to keep the seizures at bay, at least until I have no more need for portals. There’s still the problem of the probe deep inside my neck, though. When I get back it’ll start to work again. Maybe Alexander can do something about that as well. All I know is I’d sooner be in my own time where I can hide, than in a time and place I don’t know well, where I may easily be found.
I’m about to push Chase’s body through the portal when a figure suddenly appears, just missing my head as it leaps past me, making an almighty splash in the water. For a moment it’s submerged, but then it struggles back to the surface, choking for breath. Demi’s eyes are wide with shock.
‘You’re back!’ I shriek, wading towards her, and clasping her to me. ‘Where did you go?’
‘I – don’t...’ she coughs and pants as I help her to stand up. Her breathing slows to a point where she can speak. ‘I don’t know! I was leaning against the wall...’
‘You don’t know where you ended up?’
‘No! I’m freezing, Travis!’
‘You’re soaked through, that’s why! You’d better get back to Dr Mac’s.’
‘Travis! What – the light...’
‘It’s the portal. You went through it, but it brought you back.’
‘Oh, Travis; this is all dead spooky! Oh!’
Her eyes fall on Chase’s floating corpse. Quickly she turns away, hiding her face in my shoulder.
‘It was self-defence, Dem, he tried to drown me.’ I tell her everything. ‘I was just about to get rid of him when you came back. We’re going through the portal, back to my own time. I know a good place to bury him there. I have to go now,’ as she clings to me, ‘because it’s about to close. I don’t know how long it’ll be before another one appears, and I don’t want to be here when the police come.’
‘I’m coming with you,’ she says impulsively.
‘No, Demi. You can’t. You must stay in your own time.’
‘Why?’ Demi cries. ‘There’s nothing left for me here. Dad’s gone. Chas – well, he – he’s gone, too, and means nothing to me now, anyway. I only have you. I might as well come along.’
‘But you don’t know what my life’s like in twenty ninety-nine! It’s a totally different world to this one; harsh and violent.’
‘I’ll take my chances,’ replies Demi stubbornly.
I don’t have time to argue with her. The portal is rapidly fading...
Chase’s body! Where is it?



11. War
There’s his foot; he’s going through the portal!
‘Quick!’ I grab Demi’s hand, and drag her towards the light.
‘How do you know he isn’t just floating out to sea?’ she gasps as we splash through the waves.
‘The portal’s in the way. Nowhere else he can go! Come on!’
We must hurry. Chase is dead; he can’t give the portal instructions. It will take him where it wants to if we don’t catch up.
‘Jump!’ I yell.
It isn’t easy to jump in deep water, but we both leap as best we can, reaching the portal just before it closes, our bodies stretching as it sucks us into its light. After a few seconds we land on hard ground. I’m lying on my back, rolling on my side just as the portal disappears from view. I can’t help feeling a sense of panic as I watch it go.
‘Are you OK?’ I ask Demi. That’s peculiar; we’re bone dry, my hands aren’t bleeding any more, and the burn on my leg has gone!
‘Yeah; I think so.’ Demi sits up slowly. She stares around, bewildered. ‘Where – where are we?’
I don’t answer, because I don’t know. Demi, laughing nervously, runs her hand through her hair.
‘Oh, God, this is so strange! Me, travelling through time! Tell me I’m dreaming, Travis! Tell me this isn’t real, that I’m drunk, and that I’m hallucinating!’
‘If you like,’ I shrug, ‘but it won’t be the truth.’
I don’t think it’s twenty ninety-nine; it’s not hot enough for that. It feels like two thousand and fourteen still. The sun’s out, but it’s cool, and we don’t have as much grass as this in my time. It seems to stretch for miles. There’s a dark wood behind us, a steep hill ahead of us, and birds flying high over our heads. It’s quiet. There’s no one around but us...
...and there’s no sign of Chase, either!
‘Damn it! We’ve lost the git!’ I thump the ground angrily. ‘We were too late getting through the bloody portal!’ 
Chase, if you’re alive...
Nothing. He’s still dead, then, or he’s refusing to answer.
‘So much for going home!’ I shout furiously.
‘Travis,’ Demi says in a hushed voice, ‘look over there.’
She’s pointing to the hill. There’s a trail of smoke billowing from behind it.
‘It’s too thick to be chimney smoke,’ she says. ‘Something’s on fire.’
‘So?’ I snap. ‘I’m more concerned about Chase! He’s either escaped into another time, or he’s landed here, somewhere where I can’t get to him. What are we going to do now?’
‘Find out where we are?’ Demi suggests, getting up. ‘Look for another of your portal-thingies? Whatever, I’m not staying in this bloody field for hours!’
‘Demi,’ I begin, ‘about the portals. Chase said...’
My voice is drowned by a loud thundering noise. We press our hands hard to our ears as a huge winged monster emerges through the smoke towards us, flying so low we can almost touch it.
‘What’s that?’ I yell.
‘An aeroplane,’ Demi yells back. ‘It’s pretty old, too.’ At last the racket from the engine lessens as the plane flies up over the tree-tops. ‘World War Two, I think.’
‘Uh?’
‘World War Two,’ Demi repeats, ‘the nineteen thirty-nine to forty-five war. We did it in history at school, and I’ve been to enough museums, seen enough films, and read enough books to know what I’m looking at. That’s a British fighter plane; a spitfire, maybe, or a bomber, I don’t know. I can only tell it’s ours by the insignia, the blue circle with a white outline, and red centre.’
‘So we could be in the year nineteen forty-something, in the middle of a war? Great!’
‘Either that,’ says Demi, ‘or we’ve stumbled into an air show. Come on, I want to see what’s causing all that smoke.’
Reluctantly I follow her up the hill. The smoke is getting thicker. Showers of ash rain on us, and the heat from the flames is breathtaking. Demi coughs, my eyes are stinging. It’s a steep climb to the top, but at last we make it.
‘Oh – my – God!’ murmurs Demi.
We’re gazing down into a valley where an inferno is raging. We’re both nearly choking now, holding our arms over our faces to shield them from the heat. I can just make out the crumpled remains of a plane. Crushed metal is strewn all over the field. The propeller is lying in two halves.
‘It must’ve just crashed,’ she says quietly.
Men are rushing to the crash site, on foot, on motorbikes, and in lorries, all dressed in the same clothes, and all carrying guns.
‘I know those guns,’ I whisper. ‘An old one had one of those; a “rifle” he called it. It was left to him by his grandfather.’
They’re shouting to one another in a strange language I can’t understand. Suddenly Demi pulls at my arm.
‘Get down!’ We drop to the ground, peering at the scene through the long grass. ‘I recognise those uniforms. We seem to be in a Nazi occupied territory!’
I don’t have a clue what she’s on about, so she explains.
‘If this is World War Two, and this is Germany, or France, or Poland who they occupied, we’ve had it. Nazi Germany was our enemy in the war, and they owned half of Europe. They’ve probably just shot the plane down, and are looking for survivors.’
‘They won’t find any, not in that lot!’
‘We should get out of here. If they catch us they might think we’re spies, and shoot us.’
‘Can you understand what they’re saying?’ I ask, frowning at the strange words. It sounds like they’re growling to me.
‘No; I can’t speak German,’ Demi replies, ‘not fluently, anyway. I did German at school, but they’re speaking too quickly for me to understand them. We’d better go before we’re seen.’
We shuffle backwards, keeping our heads down; then we hear a shout. ‘Halt!’
‘Uh-oh, they’ve seen us!’ I hiss.
‘If we run they’ll shoot us!’ says Demi in a panic.
Motorbikes start storming up the hill. I grab her hand.
‘It’s harder to hit a moving target!’
We tumble back down our side of the hill, aware that the ‘Nazis’ are right behind us. A shot rings out. Demi shrieks, but she hasn’t been hit. I drag her towards the wood. I figure if we can get under cover of the trees we can dodge them easily enough, but there’s no way it will work. Demi keeps tripping over her feet, and we can’t outrun those powerful engines.
‘Oh, sh...!’
It’s over in minutes. Brakes screech, men jump off the bikes which skid along the ground, and the weird voices shout at us again. There are about ten of them waving guns in our faces. Instinctively we put our hands up.
‘Don’t shoot!’ cries Demi.
‘Englisch!’ growls the man holding his pistol to my temple.
He’s older than the others. His uniform is different, too, black, whereas his mates are wearing brown. He’s wearing a peaked cap, a bit like the caps the health inspectors wear. The rest of his gang have round metal hats on their heads, like upturned bowls. There’s a symbol emblazoned on his collar, like two slash marks.
‘I’m – I’m not English, I’m S-Scottish,’ explains Demi lamely. ‘Schottisch. Travis, he’s SS,’ she whispers to me.
I shrug at her. He speaks in our language now. ‘Silence!’ and lashes out at Demi. She falls to the ground with a gasp, clutching her cheek.
‘Hey!’ I run towards him angrily, but his mates pull me back.
‘We shall take you to headquarters where you shall be interrogated.’ He drags Demi to her feet. There’s blood on her lip. ‘Schnell!’
‘What’s he saying?’ We’re marched away by a couple of the soldiers on foot, guns pointing at our backs. The rest of them follow on their bikes. ‘I don’t understand a bloody word!’
‘He’s telling us to be quick,’ replies Demi. ‘Do as he says. My granddad told me the SS were murderers...’
Demi shrieks again as a bullet lands at our feet; no, they don’t like us talking.
I’m not scared, but I am angry. I’m used to facing more terrifying situations than this with machines that have ten times the fire power. These cocky gits are nothing to the guards! I wonder what they’d do if a guard suddenly appeared along the track we’re heading towards. A lorry meets us instead. We’re bundled into the back, and told that if we say another word we’ll be shot.
We trundle along with only one soldier for company. He’s young, not much older than I am, his gun pointing firmly at us, his eyes staring coldly. He doesn’t seem to blink. It isn’t a fun journey to this ‘headquarters’. The road is bumpy, and we’re jostled about on our seats.
‘Ow!’ I bang my head on the side of the lorry.
‘Seien Sie ruhig!’ snaps the soldier, pointing his rifle at my face.
I rub the back of my head in fury. ‘Go to hell!’
‘Travis!’ squeaks Demi. ‘You heard what they said; they’ll shoot us if we don’t keep quiet!’
‘Let them! I’m not going to no soddin’ headquarters!’
I don’t care that I might get shot; I start hammering my fists against the back of the cab. ‘Let us out of here!’
My head feels like it might explode any minute. I’m over-stressed, starting to get dizzy. Demi is pulling at my arm, begging me to stop. I’m floored by a heavy blow to the back of my head.
Demi’s face is blurred, and behind her a soldier stands over us, shouting. I think the lorry has stopped. There’s a loud bang, and Demi’s grip tightens on my arm.
‘Travis! It’s a bomb!’
I’m shaken out of my fit. I sit up, alert now. We’re still in the lorry. Another bang; the lorry rolls over. Everything is upside down. There are bodies, arms, legs, guns, helmets everywhere...
...and then, the lorry finally stops rolling. I think it’s landed on its roof. There are no more loud noises, no more shouting, no more waving of guns.
Slowly I open my eyes. They’re stinging from the smoke; and where there’s smoke, there’s usually fire. The smell of burning is strong. I cough, wiping my eyes, trying to see through the fog. It’s hot, very hot. I can’t see the flames, but they must be close, maybe right outside. If we don’t get out now we’ll probably burn to death.
I push the soldier off my chest. His head is covered in blood, almost severed at the neck. I take his gun from his limp hand. Another body lies in the corner, barely recognisable as it’s also covered in blood from head to foot, but there’s the SS symbol on the collar of his jacket.
There’s no sign of Demi.
Clutching the gun I scramble over the debris, making my way to the back of the lorry, peering through the canvas to see what’s going on outside. There are small fires everywhere. The motorbikes are in pieces, and their drivers are wounded, lifeless, very likely dead. I search for Demi, but she’s nowhere to be seen.
A hissing noise is coming from somewhere in the lorry’s underbelly, and petrol is trickling down the side of the canvas onto the road. Flames are rising from the cab. The driver will be toast now. I jump into the road, and start to run. The lorry explodes into a huge fireball just as I dive into a nearby ditch.
I cover my head with my hands as a heavy missile shoots towards me, landing on my shoulders. When I raise my eyes I see the lorry is nothing but a burning shell now. Lying beside me is what’s just hit me: a charred head. Cringing, I push it away before I start to climb out of the ditch. I’ve got to find Demi.
I jump back down again quickly when I see two young men appear through the smoke, carrying huge guns, dressed not as soldiers, but as civilians, talking in that same strange language. They wander around the corpses, kicking the feet of each in turn, picking up rifles and handguns, and looting the bodies. Then they disappear quickly into the woods, and when I think it’s safe, I crawl into the road. I have no idea who they are, and I don’t care. I’m only thinking of Demi.
I just hope she’s still alive, and that it won’t take long to find her.



12. Resistance
I search the soldiers’ bodies to see if there’s anything left for me to pilfer, but there’s nothing. No money, so nothing to buy food with. Well, I have the rifle taken from the soldier in the lorry, and a few bullets for that. It’s just as well I don’t have a lot to carry. Too much will slow me down.
I’ve no idea where Chase is right now. If he’s still dead, and in another time, then I have nothing to worry about; but the thought that he could still be alive gnaws at my brain as I try to decide whether to start my search for Demi on foot, or by bike. I’ve never ridden a bike before, but once I can figure it out I’ll get much further in less time than walking. I bet I can even ride through the wood, if I’m able to keep my balance on it.
I drag one of the bikes upright to inspect it. I don’t have a clue how to switch on the engine. Nothing happens when I press the button, or turn the key. There’s a lever on the side down by my foot. Maybe I have to push that down as well. I put my foot on it; the lever goes down, my foot slips off, and the engine roars into action.
The bike feels great to sit on, but it’s heavy. I turn the handlebars, which makes the engine roar. How do the soldiers ride? They just seem to move forward, resting their feet on the pedals, so I do the same. I’m wobbling. My balance is all over the place, and I soon fall off!
I skid along the ground, rolling over before finishing on my back. I groan, more in frustration than in pain. I sit up, glaring at the bike, its engine still rumbling, until I struggle to my feet.
‘How hard can it be?’ I murmur, pulling it up. ‘If those soldiers can ride these things I’m bloody sure I can!’
I mount the saddle again, and move forward. I’m still wobbling, but this time I manage to get further along before stumbling. I don’t fall off this time. I stay upright by putting my foot on the ground.
‘Come on!’
I refuse to give in, so I have another go, determined as ever to get this thing going. At last I’m riding, still a bit unsteadily, but eventually I gain confidence, and soon I’m flying down the road, the wind in my hair. I have no idea where I’m going, though; I’m aiming for nowhere. I don’t know where this road leads to.
At last I come to a junction; I need a plan. I need to stop mucking about, and start looking for Demi.
Maybe I should search the woods. It could be that she’s taken cover there. I hope she hasn’t run into those men. If they’re not afraid to blow people up there’s no saying what else they’re capable of. I wonder if they have a camp somewhere nearby. There may be more than two of them out there, but I can’t afford to worry about that.
It’s a dark, dense wood, with the trees spaced far enough apart to get the bike through, although I have to move slowly because the undergrowth is so thick. The engine is making a low rumbling sound, cutting out from time to time. I smile to myself, thinking about my failed escape from the institution, being chased by a guard trampling on the trees like they’re no more than twigs. I don’t expect to come across a guard now. There isn’t much danger of facing artificial intelligence in nineteen forty-something.
At last I spot a clearing in the distance with a couple of small, knocked-up huts made out of wood and bits of metal, and a pile of branches stacked up for a fire. Quickly I shut down the engine, dismount the bike, and move closer on foot, finally stopping behind a thick tree trunk, hoping that the man standing next to the pile hasn’t heard the bike. He’s trying to light the branches with something that looks like the lighter thing Demi uses for her cigarettes. He’s too far in the distance for me to tell whether he’s one of the men seen on the road after the explosion, but then my eyes focus on two large guns I recognise.
The man stops what he’s doing, and stares around the forest. Something has disturbed him, probably the twig I’ve just snapped with my foot. Another man approaches. They speak, but I can’t hear them. I doubt if I’d understand them, anyway, if they’re talking in that funny language. 
The man trying to light the fire goes into one of the huts, and comes back out again – with Demi close behind!
She’s still alive! Her hair is tousled, there’s a scratch on her face and her arm, and her top and trousers have holes in them, but apart from that she seems all right. She doesn’t look scared, and they’re not touching her, or shouting at her. She’s nodding, as if she understands them. She takes the object from the man, flicks it so that a flame appears, and holds it against the wood. It starts to smoke. The men pat her on the back, pleased the fire is lit.
I’m not sure if I should call out to her. I don’t know how hostile the men will be towards me, but she seems to trust them. They’re not aggressive with her; in fact one of them is friendly, a bit too friendly for my liking. He puts his arm around her, presses her to him, and kisses the top of her head.
I dart like a bullet from behind the tree. It seems like a split second between me being there, and punching his face into the middle of next week. Now he doesn’t seem so scary; in fact he’s easy. Demi yells at me, but I’m too preoccupied, until she dives on me, her arms around my neck.
‘Travis! Oh, Travis! You’re alive!’
Wet kisses rain on my face. I’m relieved she’s pleased to see me, relieved she’s alive. I stop belting the man, and hug her back, but he’s seriously hacked off, yelling at me in that crazy language, throwing punches back at me. One hits me square on the nose.
‘Oh, please, don’t,’ says Demi desperately, holding her hands up to him. His mate tries to hold him back. ‘He’s my friend!’
‘Hits me!’ he barks. That bit I do understand.
‘He didn’t mean to!’ protests Demi. ‘Say sorry, Travis!’
‘What for?’
‘For hitting him!’
‘He had his hands all over you!’
‘It was only a hug!’ Demi laughs. ‘There’s nothing wrong with that! They’ve been very good to me. They got me away from danger after the explosion. They’re the good guys; and I think,’ she winks, ‘they’re more than just friends. I don’t reckon I’m their type! Anyway, Sol and Jacob are resistance. They set the booby trap for the lorry. It was them who blew it up.’
‘They speak the same language as the soldiers,’ I point out, ‘so surely they’re on the same side? Why would they want to blow them up?’
She explains about invaded countries like France and Poland having large organised underground resistance groups against the Nazi soldiers, risking their lives by defying them.
‘Although this is Germany there are groups here, too, although on a smaller scale,’ she finishes. ‘Not all Germans are Nazis.’
‘I know a bit about resistance. We had our own groups in twenty ninety-nine.’
‘This is a bit more serious,’ says Demi solemnly. ‘Sol and Jacob are Jewish.’
I stare blankly at her.
‘Oh, never mind.’ Demi is impatient. ‘We’ll keep the history lesson for another day. Come on, I’ll introduce you. Then I want to finish my wash.’
Their English is broken, but somehow we work out who’s who.
‘Sorry I hit you, mate.’ I hold out my hand to the one Demi calls Sol. ‘Demi says you’re all right, and not trying to get into her knickers, so that’s fine with me.’
‘Hey!’ Demi digs me in the ribs. I grin back at her, as I’m pretty sure Sol hasn’t understood. He says ‘thank you’ and shakes hands.
‘Are there only two of you?’ I ask, and when they don’t answer, I ask again, slowly this time.
‘They’re not simple, Travis,’ says Demi, giggling.
‘They don’t understand what I’m saying, and I can’t speak their language.’
Demi sighs. ‘Their English isn’t great,’ she admits as they finish banking up the fire. ‘My German isn’t, either. We only got by ‘cos of Chas. His German is really good, but actually he’s Czech. I wish he would hurry up; he’s been gone for ages!’
It’s like I’ve suddenly been struck by lightning. ‘Chase is here?’
So you’re still alive, you evil toerag.
No reply; the pod doesn’t work here, or he’s ignoring me.
‘Well, it isn’t really him,’ says Demi. ‘I thought it was at first, because he looks really like him, so that’s what I call him. I can’t pronounce his real name.’
‘Eh? You’re saying it’s not him?’
She nods.
‘You’re not making sense, Demi! He looks like Chase, but he isn’t? It’s too much of a coincidence for him to have a lookalike. Did you ask him any questions, like what happened in the cave, and the portal?
‘Wait! Wait! I did ask him!’ says Demi impatiently. ‘He didn’t know what I was talking about. He told me he’s been studying in Germany since nineteen thirty-seven, and when the war started he joined the resistance. He could be Chas’s ancestor, Travis. There’s something – unfamiliar about him, if you see what I mean; but there wasn’t that much time for talking, I was here only five minutes when he left to get food.’
I laugh, but I don’t find it funny. ‘This is a joke, right? I mean you’re not serious about him being Chase’s ancestor!’
‘Well, why not? We’re in the past: his past; your past; mine for that matter.’
I snort. I just know the rat has cheated death, and he’s here!
‘He didn’t know who I was,’ continues Demi, ‘and when I told him he didn’t believe me. He thinks I got a bang on the head after the explosion.’
‘He’s right.’ I’m angry that, after everything he’s put her through, she’s still so blind to his crap. ‘God, Demi, you’re so bloody naïve! Chase killed your dad!’
Demi goes red. ‘It’s not him, Travis. Sol and Jacob have known him for years, they backed up his story.’
‘I bet they did! Wake up, Demi! He used hypnosis on them!’
‘I’m telling you it isn’t the same person! If it is, something’s obviously changed him. You thought you’d killed him with the golf club. Maybe he survived, but something’s happened to his brain.’
‘Did he mention me?’
‘No. I did, though, but he says he doesn’t know you, either.’
‘He’s a bloody liar, then, isn’t he?’
Demi sighs. ‘OK, look, have it out with him when he gets back. You look knackered. Why don’t you have a kip? I want to finish cleaning off this soot. Once we’ve got some food on the go I’ll bring you a bite to eat. It isn’t much, only vegetable stew, but you must be starving; then maybe we can talk about how we’re going to get home.’
A bit of shut-eye and some food will be just the job.
‘Chase first,’ I mutter, ‘home later.’
‘Yeah, OK, but I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong man. God, I’m sorry I gave him Chas’s nickname now!’
I follow her to the larger of the two huts. It’s cramped inside, full of sacks, with a small table, and one chair. There’s a bowl of water on the table, and Demi starts to scrub her face with a cloth.
‘What’s this stuff?’ I ask, poking one of the sacks with my finger. There’s something hard inside.
‘Don’t ask me,’ says Demi. ‘I haven’t looked. They keep food supplies in the other hut.’
I undo the string on one of the sacks, and peer into it. 
‘This resistance group is doing all right for itself!’ I pull out a large, heavy machine-gun. ‘Where did all this ammo come from?’
‘I don’t know. Collected them, maybe? They did take guns off the Nazis.’
‘Wait a minute,’ I interrupt, ‘this looks familiar...’
It’s a long, thin, but very heavy black object. I examine it carefully, and there’s no doubt in my mind what it is: an acid beam gun. There are no triggers on it, only a switch, as well as a small hole in the top where pure acid shoots out in one yellow beam, and an indicator that flashes when the acid is running low. This is lethal in the wrong hands.
‘I’m no expert in ammunition history,’ I say quietly, ‘but I bet they don’t have guns like this in your Nazi world.’
‘It’s not my Nazi world, and I’ve never seen anything like it.’ Demi tries to take it from me, but I shake my head, and point it at the chair. The chair leg fizzles into nothing, and the chair collapses on its side.
‘Good, it still works, then.’
‘What is it?’ cries Demi, staring in amazement at the chair.
‘An acid gun; one of the most powerful weapons you can get where I come from. It has a pure chemical in it. I don’t know what type of acid it is, but it destroys everything it touches.’
‘How did it get here?’
‘Well,’ I close the switch, and put the gun in my pocket, ‘I’ll give you three guesses how it could’ve got here!’ My mind is racing. ‘If Chase had this with him in twenty fourteen he would’ve used it. He must’ve gone back to twenty ninety-nine, and brought it back with him.’
Demi sighs. ‘You can’t prove it.’
‘I bet I can.’
She says no more, but carries on with her wash. I settle down between two of the sacks, thinking about the acid gun, and wondering if there are any more of this happy band of resistance. Three men against a whole army can’t work...
Demi is shaking me out of a deep sleep.
‘Travis,’ she hisses. ‘Travis!’
‘Uh-uh?’
‘Travis, we’ve got to get out of here! The Nazis are coming!’
For a moment I don’t know what she’s on about; then I jump up like a coiled spring, pull out the acid gun, and grab a rifle from a sack. ‘Here, take this. Where are they?’
‘Sol spotted them coming through the forest. He was collecting more wood, and ran back to warn us. There are about a hundred of them, maybe more. They’re heading straight for us, some on foot, some on bikes...’
‘Hurry up, then, we’ve got to get out of here.’ I’m stuffing bullets and grenades into my pockets. ‘Where are Sol and Jacob? Is Chase back?’
‘He’s not...’
‘Is he back or not?’
‘Sol and Jacob are laying wires all around the bottom of the trees. There’s no sign of Chas yet.’ Demi pulls a face at the rifle.
‘Have you fired a gun before?’ I ask bluntly.
‘Of course I have!’ she snaps. ‘I lived on a farm, didn’t I? Only we won’t be able to hold them off for long.’
‘We have no choice, so grab as much ammo as you can carry, and pray for a miracle. The acid gun will help.’
Suddenly the hut starts to swirl around, and I have to steady myself against the table.
‘Travis? Are you OK?’
The hut rights itself. The golden light appears, inviting us in. I grab Demi’s hand. ‘I’ve got a better idea! Quick, before it goes!’
Only what about Chase...if we go now...
‘Wait, Travis, we can’t leave Sol and Jacob!’
‘We can’t take them with us! It’s their life, their war; not ours.’
‘No. I meant for us to stay here, fight off the Nazis with them. You said the acid gun thing would help.’
‘If we have a chance to get out of this mess, Demi, we’d be fools not to take it.’ I sigh heavily. I’m not going to have a full seizure after all; but the portal is beginning to fade already. ‘I’m not a coward, but I’m not prepared to die for a cause which isn’t mine, either. Before, we didn’t have a choice, but now there’s the portal...’
Just then a loud explosion sends us both to the floor, and the hut shakes and shudders with the force of the blast.
‘They’re here!’ I look at Demi; her face is white with fear. ‘What’s it to be, then, Dem: the portal, or stay and fight? Quick! It’s going! Make up your mind!’
Too late; the portal makes it up for her. It disappears, and for a moment we’re left staring at the sacks. I’m the first to pull myself together.
‘Come on,’ I say resignedly, ‘time to face our foe.’
We peer through the makeshift metal door. It’s carnage outside; smoke everywhere, burnt bodies – soldiers from what I can tell – lying on the ground. There are about twenty other soldiers, all firing their guns, but I can’t see Sol or Jacob anywhere, unless they’re already dead, or hiding behind trees, firing back.
Then we hear it, and it’s not long before we see it.
‘Resistance is useless!’ it booms. ‘You have three seconds to drop your weapons!’



13. Trapped
Demi hides behind me, shuddering with dread. She knows there’s something horrible out there. Her hands are over her ears, and her eyes are clasped tight shut. Her screams are drowned by the guard’s voice as it proclaims its intention to shoot, so I put my hand over her mouth. If it hears her we’re toast.
I’m used to the harsh drone of a guard, how it makes the hair on the back of your neck stand up, how it makes you want to pee with fright, but right now it’s just scary that it’s here at all. It’s found its way through another portal somewhere, but someone has guided it through. Guards can’t think for themselves, they’re programmed to do one thing only – destroy. Someone with enough knowledge and power has brought it here; it’s too much of a coincidence that it’s just happened to stumble through to the same timeline as I’m in.
It has to be Chase’s doing; he’s sent it to get me!
I watch as a bolt of light strikes a soldier, turning him to ash; and another, and another. I’m right; however hard and tough this army is it’s no match for a guard. I’m almost tempted to kiss it for sorting out the enemy for us, except I know it’s not on our side, and it wouldn’t return the compliment.
The guard thunders its advance, shaking the ground, crushing trees underfoot, aiming its beams at more terrified Nazis trying to get away from it. Trunks and branches are falling everywhere. One trunk strikes a man on a bike, crushing him in an instant. Nazi bullets just bounce off the guard’s metal frame.
Demi tugs at my hand. ‘What – the – f...’
‘It’s a robot police guard,’ I murmur, ‘and you never ask one the time!’
‘Sol and Jacob! We have to find them!’
‘No!’ I give her a small shake. ‘They’re probably dead now. If the Nazis haven’t got them, that thing will have. It can spot a fly for miles, so as soon as it knows we’re here, we’re dead. Look, I know you’re scared, but keep your voice down. We’re safe in here as long as we keep quiet!’
Safe as long as the guard doesn’t decide to track for any more bodies once it’s disposed of the Nazis. It’ll know we’re here by using its sensors to trace body heat, or it’ll just trample on the hut, anyway; and safe as long as the forest isn’t alight. There’s a lot of smoke in the air, but guards usually put out any fires they might start.
I don’t tell Demi any of this.
A tree falls against the hut, crashing inches away from the door. Some of its branches smash into the window. Luckily we’re unharmed by the shower of glass, but unluckily the shock makes Demi squeal in fright. She’s shaking with silent sobs as I guide her away from the door.
We crouch down in the corner, listening in fear as the guard continues its path of destruction. I’m hoping the tree is going to give us some camouflage, but our body heat will still show through. I’m not sure we’re going to get out of this alive.
‘Sorry I was rough.’ I put my arm around her, and kiss the top of her head.
‘How did that thing get here, Travis?’ she whispers, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. 
‘A portal’s my best guess. No other explanation I can think of.’
‘Why has it come? Is it looking for you?’
‘Probably.’
‘I wish a portal would appear now! I wish we hadn’t let that one go! We need to get out of here!’
More bangs, more shouts of terror. I’m wondering how many Nazis are left now, and where the guard will go once it’s killed them all.
‘Travis,’ Demi hisses urgently, ‘I want to go – I need...’
‘Eh?’
‘I need a wee!’
‘What, now?’
I could do with one myself, but there’s nowhere to go in here.
‘Yeah! Oh!’ She bites her lip, and crosses her legs. ‘I’m going to wet myself in a minute!’
‘Where are you going to go, then?’
‘Can’t I go outside?’ pleads Demi. ‘If I run into the trees it might not see.’
‘Oh, yeah, fine,’ I say sarcastically. ‘Go on, then. The robot has an all-seeing eye, but it’s also a gentleman. I’m sure it’ll avert its eyes while you drop your knickers.’
She glares at me. ‘There’s no need to be sarky, Travis!’
‘Do you see me laughing?’
‘Fine, I’ll do it in here, behind the sacks.’
I tell her to keep her head down as she crawls towards the gun sacks. Squatting down behind them she snaps, ‘Don’t look, then!’
Huffing, I turn my head away. The trickling sound lasts for a long time, and the puddle creeps towards me from underneath the sacking.
Demi, her face red as she fumbles with the zip of her jeans, is too embarrassed to look directly at me, but right now I’m more interested by the sudden silence outside the hut.
‘Listen!’
She listens. ‘I can’t hear anything.’
‘Exactly; the firing’s stopped.’
I crawl to the broken window. I can’t see much through the branches, but there’s no movement out there, no sound coming from the guard’s heavy bulk. The smoke is thick and grey, hanging heavy in the air.
‘Can you see it?’ asks Demi.
‘No.’
I can make out burnt bodies now, littered everywhere. It doesn’t shock me. I’ve seen slaughter like this before, but I don’t know how Demi will react to it, if she ever lives to see it.
‘Travis! What’s the matter?’
I hold my head. The jolt of electricity that has just shot through my body has thrown me to the floor. I’m writhing, foaming at the mouth. Demi bends over me, her hand on my forehead, telling me it will be over soon. She thinks I’m fitting, but this isn’t a fit. This is something else, something more sinister.
Then, very quickly, it’s over. I’m sweating, panting heavily.
‘The probe!’ I’m barely able to speak. ‘It’s working!’
There it goes again. My body shakes uncontrollably. When I come round, Demi is holding me, crying.
‘Don’t die, Travis! Please don’t die!’
Gasping for air I clutch her arm. ‘Don’t be – afraid, Demi! I’m not – going to die!’
She doesn’t hear what I hear next, because she doesn’t have a pod. Chase is laughing his head off.
‘Gotcha!’
‘I knew it!’ I throw back at him. ‘You brought the guard through a portal, didn’t you?’
‘Is that all the thanks I get, Travis,’ sneers Chase, ‘for saving your miserable life? The Nazis are all dead. You can come out from that hut now. Come on.’ Another small shock shoots through my body, and I fall to my knees. ‘You know the penalty for disobedience. I’m not going to kill you, though, at least not yet. I want to play with you both for a bit.’
I try to shut my mind from his wheedling, scramble my thoughts with rubbish and confusion while I decide what to do. I’m an idiot for swallowing the pod! Obviously Chase is with the guard. I have to think fast. I pull Demi’s arm, and press my finger to my lips.
‘What?’ Her voice isn’t even a whisper. ‘Has it – found us?’
Without a sound I move my lips, very slowly so she can understand.
‘Don’t – say – a – word.’
She nods, petrified. I look at the acid gun. It’ll be useless against the guard, but it could do for me what I need it to do; only it will kill me if I try. I’ll have to use something else which will still hurt, but which will be possibly less life-threatening. A knife would do it, except I don’t have one.
The broken window; it’s the only hope I have of doing what I have to do. Frantically I point to a long, thin shard of glass on the floor.
‘The glass?’ mouths Demi.
She bends down slowly, picking up the shard with a shaking hand.
Meanwhile Chase is getting impatient. More shocks run through me, but I’m trying to resist them as I poke the lump in the side of my neck where I know the probe is lying, and plunge the glass hard into my flesh.
I’m in agony.
Blood hits Demi square in the face. Without making a sound she clasps her hands to her mouth, falling to her knees. For one moment it looks like she might faint, but she doesn’t. She stays on the floor, watching me, unable to believe what she’s seeing. I slide down the wall, clenching my teeth as I rummage inside my neck for the probe.
‘Not – not sure I can remove it.’
I’m losing a lot of blood now.
I know a probe feeds off impulses from the spinal column, but I don’t know anything about its hardware. If there are connectors to the spine or brain I may do a lot of irreparable damage. I just want the shocks to stop. I want to release Chase’s hold over me.
‘What are you doing, Travis?’ growls Chase. ‘Answer me! I’m not messing with you, if you don’t come out of there...’
A small capsule, half the size of my little finger, slips through the blood on my fingers, falling from my grasp as my arm drops limply to my side. There are no wires, no connectors. This nasty little piece of nothing is the cause of such misery in twenty ninety-nine. I can’t sense the shocks any more, but Chase is still droning on in my head. His voice is gradually fading as I slowly drift into unconsciousness. I’m bleeding to death. I’m going to leave Demi to face Chase and the guard alone. The effort to remove the probe has all been for nothing.
Something is pressed hard against my neck.
I’m seeing things now. A woman with blonde hair is holding a small chubby hand, smiling down at me. A beam of light shoots at a house, two corpses lie at my feet with debris all around, there’s the sound of a child’s crying, and its tears on my face. I think I’m that child; this could be a memory of my early life. Then I’m being carried through streets where buildings are alight; fire is raging; people are running for their lives. I recognise these streets, these ruins. At last we come to a tunnel where people are crouching, hiding from the chaos outside. There are about forty men and women, mostly in their twenties, but some in their teens. I’m handed over to a young girl with matted hair and dirt on her face, but she’s kind. I don’t know who she is. Maybe she raises me.
The next picture in my mind is of me running with a gang of kids through dark streets, dodging beams from a police guard: this is my life on the run with the Rockets. A black face with white teeth is laughing, whooping joyfully at me. That’s Saul, the only real friend I’ve ever had, along with Jenna, who I then see myself kissing for the first time. I’m in physical torture as I see her face clearly, missing her soft voice, and the feel of her soft skin. She’s gone from me forever.
Suddenly there’s daylight. There are branches and sky above me. I’m moving again, in a vehicle of some sort, because there’s the sound of an engine. There’s also a metallic voice bellowing, ‘Stop! You will be killed if you fail to comply.’
‘Move, you heap of junk!’ another voice yells.
The engine roars, the trees move faster. Demi squeals as a beam rips into a tree trunk.
I manage to lift my head. I’m lying on my back in a carriage attached to a motorbike, and every movement is making me groan. There’s blood all over my clothes; my neck is oozing. Is this another vision, or am I not dead after all?
There’s a man on the front of the bike at the controls, and behind him, holding on for dear life with her eyes tight shut, is Demi. Weakly I reach out a bloody hand, and touch her arm. She stares down at me with terrified eyes.
‘Travis, you’re awake! It’s OK, we’re saved!’
‘Not yet, we’re not,’ shouts the man.
I get a good look at his face as he turns his head towards her. There’s something about him that’s slightly familiar, but I don’t know who he is. Behind us is a guard, sending its laser bolts straight at us.
‘Use the bloody acid gun!’ yells the man.
The gun shakes in Demi’s hands. ‘I don’t know how it works!’
‘You’re wasting your time, anyway,’ I mutter, wondering how this man knows about acid guns. ‘It’d be like spitting at it.’
He doesn’t seem to know much about guards. It’s playing with us. It doesn’t intend to kill us yet. It’s not running, either – and those things can run! It’s just stomping towards us in great strides, shaking the ground. That’s enough to catch up with us. We’ve got no chance. If I’m not dead already I soon will be; we’ll all be history before long.
There’s a yelp and a clatter. Something has fallen off the bike, or Demi has dropped the gun.
In my head Chase is yelling at me. ‘You can’t escape, Travis, you know that. Tell him to stop.’
I try to make myself heard above the engine. ‘You can’t outrun it. It will catch us. Guards always get their target...’
‘There’s the portal!’
It’s hovering ahead of us, above the forest road, a welcome sight, but can we go through without being followed? I tap the driver on the arm.
‘Put your foot down, mate.’
‘I can’t make it go any faster!’
‘Well, the guard’s starting to run, so try.’
He gives it all it’s got.
There’s no more terrifying sound than a guard’s metallic feet when they hit the ground running. The noise is loud enough to drown out the sound of the bike’s engine, as well as Demi’s screams. She’s staring up at the guard as it descends on us, her arms gripping the driver so tight I’m afraid he might be distracted and skid, sending us all flying to our doom. This is nearly exactly what happens, because a lightning bolt strikes the front wheel of the bike. The stranger almost loses control, but manages to keep the bike in an upright position. It’s swaying dangerously.
‘The front tyre’s blown!’ he yells.
‘Look out!’ cries Demi.
There’s a heavy bump. We’ve hit something.
The rider is thrown over the handlebars, but he doesn’t land on the ground. Instead something crazy happens; the light surrounding the portal bursts out, engulfs him, and sucks him through! The bike falls on the carriage side, with me still in it. Demi rolls straight into the portal’s light, merely a second before a laser is aimed at her.
The bike stops dead. The portal doesn’t extend its light to me, because I’m trapped underneath the bike now, listening to the whirr of the engine. I can’t feel my legs. I’m probably more badly injured than before, and if I don’t die from my injuries, the guard will have me.
There’s no way out for me now.
I manage to look up through a tiny hole in the bottom of the carriage. The guard is standing right over me.
‘Goodbye, Travis,’ says Chase.



14. Alex
‘Look, he’s coming round.’
At last the cloud begins to clear, and their faces come into focus. One belongs to Demi, the other to the stranger on the motorbike.
‘It’s all right, Travis, you’re safe with us now.’ Demi, her face wet with tears, is stroking my hand.
‘He’s not out of danger yet!’
The stranger pulls bits of cloth from my skin with a small metallic prong. I can feel it tugging; he’s having trouble getting it off.
‘Caked in blood,’ he mutters. ‘Don’t worry, Travis. I’ll soon make you comfortable. You’ve got a couple of cracked ribs, and a broken leg, but apart from that you’re not too bad. Here, take this for the pain.’ He presses a small cup to my lips. The drink tastes vile.
As I hear him tell Demi to ‘get some water from the pump’ I wonder where I am now, and how come I’m still alive. I keep seeing the guard raise its great metal foot. I really should be dead, but here I am, lying on the floor on a tatty mattress, in what looks like a room with a dirty window, and a rag for a curtain. A dim light above my head casts shadows on the walls. I try to speak.
‘Shh,’ says the stranger. ‘Save your strength, you need to rest.’
Demi returns with a small bucket. ‘Did he say something?’
‘No, don’t make him talk. He needs to stay quiet while I work on his wounds.’
‘Tell me,’ I splutter, ‘where I am, how I got here. The guard...’
‘The portal got you out.’
‘No.’ I swallow hard. My throat is hurting. ‘I was trapped...’
My mouth fills with liquid. I’m pushed roughly on my side as foul-smelling, greenish spew shoots from my mouth onto the floor. The pod rushes out with it.
‘Go on, let it out,’ he commands as I heave and splutter. ‘It’ll do you good.’
He eases me on my back again, and wipes my mouth gently. I resist another sip of that horrible drink.
‘Who are you?’
‘A friend.’
‘He helped us, Travis,’ Demi rushes in. ‘He found us in the hut hiding from Chase and the robot, and he rescued us.’
It’s the first time I’ve ever heard her call him ‘Chase’.
I wake up later in the same room, raise my head, and take in my surroundings. The light is still on, and the old wooden door is ajar. There’s a landing, and a stair banister, shrouded in shadows. Next to the door is a sack; I recognise it, it’s from the hut. A table sits in the middle of the room, and a tatty, worn-looking old chair is next to it. Demi is lounging on the chair, sleeping. She hears me stirring, and sits up quickly.
‘Travis, you’re awake. Are you in pain?’
‘Yeah, a bit.’ My neck and leg are throbbing, and I have a bad head. ‘Where’s your friend?’
‘He’s gone to get food.’ Demi tucks my blanket firmly around me. ‘We’re safe here, miles from anywhere.’
‘Where are we?’
‘In an empty farmhouse. There’s a gas stove downstairs which still works, and the lights work, too. The house is hidden away from the main road. There’s no one here but us, and a few sheep.’
‘Still in that war, then.’
Demi nods. ‘We’re in nineteen forty-two now. The portal brought us forward two years. According to Alex – that’s his name – we were in nineteen forty when he found us.’
‘Alex.’ Sounds familiar, but I can’t think where I’ve heard it before, because my brain is all muddled up. ‘So how did I get here, Demi? I know the portal got you and him out, but I was trapped underneath the bike, and Chase and the guard had me – then suddenly I was with you.’
Demi sighs. ‘You were fitting when we found you. Alex says you called up a portal.’
I look blankly at her.
‘According to him,’ says Demi patiently, ‘that’s what your seizures do. They bring portals to get you out of situations.’
‘How would he know about portals?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Is he a doctor?’
‘Yes,’ Demi says promptly. ‘He’s specialises in psychotherapy.’
‘Psychotherapy.’ My eyes drift to the light. ‘Alex, a doctor in psychotherapy.’
Demi shakes my arm. ‘Travis, you’re staring!’
‘He was a psychotherapist,’ I mumble. ‘Dr Alexander. He got me out of the institution.’
I wince; my neck is throbbing. The probe...I’m cutting my flesh, pulling it out... 
‘Don’t, Travis!’ Demi pulls my hands away. ‘Alex has stitched it up.’
‘The probe,’ I butt in, ‘it’s gone, right?’
Demi shivers. ‘You cut your neck open. I didn’t know what you were doing until Alex appeared. He told me. It really spooked me!’
‘And I bet you’re going to ask how I know about your probe, eh, Travis?’
Alex enters the room, carrying a sack. He dumps it on the ground at Demi’s feet. ‘Sorry, couldn’t get any milk, and I couldn’t find an obliging cow, either. The sheep have gone up to the hills, so mutton is off the menu. I found carrots, though, and some potatoes, and I managed to steal a bit of bread.’
Demi sighs. ‘Well, I could try making soup, I suppose.’
Alex bends down next to me, and pulls back the blanket gently. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Tired, and a bit sore.’ My cough hurts. ‘How long will I be here?’
‘It can take weeks for a broken leg to mend.’
‘The last time I was injured in twenty fourteen, when we first ended up in the Nazi world, I came through the portal unscathed. All my wounds were healed. Maybe that’ll happen again.’
‘It didn’t happen this time,’ he points out. ‘You got these injuries in nineteen forty. Anyway, you can’t leave yet. You’re not well enough, and there’s something you need to do first.’
‘What?’
He doesn’t answer, just unties the bandage on my neck. It’s soaked in blood. He throws it into a bag, and picks up what looks like a large sheet which he tears into strips. He dips one of the strips into a small bucket of water lying beside him. He wipes my neck, saying to Demi, ‘The bleeding has eased slightly, but I haven’t got any proper dressings. I’m going to have to change these strips at least three times a day. I’ll get more cloth when some obliging Frau next does her washing.’ To me he says, ‘It was a stupid thing to do! You could’ve bled to death!’
‘You know what probes are, then, and what they do.’
He starts to tie the clean, makeshift bandage around my neck. ‘Yeah; I know what they are.’
‘So you must know about my world in twenty ninety-nine.’
‘You could say that.’
‘Were you there?’
He ties a firm knot at the end of the bandage. ‘You ask a lot of questions.’
‘That’s because I want to know the answers.’
He sighs. ‘Look, Travis, it might unnerve you if I tell you, and right now I’m not sure you’re strong enough for any more surprises.’
‘Ha!’ I snort. ‘I’ve been catapulted ninety years back from my own time into a world I know nothing about; I’ve been followed by a man called Chase, who I know well from my own time, who’s made himself younger, and who’s trying to kill me; I’ve had seizures and lost time, watched Demi grow older when I’ve stayed the same; I’ve been accused of a murder I didn’t commit; I’ve passed through portals with injuries which have miraculously healed; I’ve been attacked by a guard which suddenly appeared out of nowhere in the middle of a war I didn’t know about, and then I suddenly appeared here, injured, confused, but alive, with no real explanation as to how I got here! So, Alex or whatever your name is, any more weirdness you may have in store for me won’t make that much difference!’
He moves closer. ‘Don’t you recognise me, Travis?’
‘No.’ 
‘Let’s see if I’m able to jog your memory, then.’
He puts his finger on my forehead! This stranger knows Chase’s hypnosis trick! What’s he going to do, bend me to his will to keep me quiet, stop me from asking more awkward questions? I’m too weak to resist him. A mist develops, and suddenly two faces I know well appear before me, one with a wide grin, and the other with a friendly, encouraging smile. Hudson! Alexander! They’re real! They’re here! I’m in Dr Alexander’s office! I can’t stop myself from calling out to them.
I reach out, trying to touch them, but my hand goes through Hudson’s face, and he disappears. He’s not real after all!
‘You’re using my memories to torment me!’
He presses his finger more firmly on my brow. ‘Look more closely, Travis.’
I’m back in Alexander’s office, and this time I’m staring straight at his photograph on the wall, watching as Alex’s young face moulds almost perfectly onto his older features.
‘No! It can’t be true!’
But it is.
‘I used the Deprovine,’ he explains. ‘I didn’t want Chase to recognise me, and I needed to be young and agile. You’re going to need all the help you can get!’
I grab his hand to see if he’s real. He’s smiling, happy I’m alive. Demi has left us to talk; she’s downstairs preparing the soup.
‘How – how did you...?’ I begin.
‘We were trying to revive you back at the institution,’ he replies, ‘but we couldn’t bring you back, so I decided to try to find you, to see if I could possibly help you come back to us. You’re losing the will to live, Travis. The operation on your brain went ahead just after I sent you away. When you left your body behind Chase told the nuns take you to the operating theatre. I told him epilepsy surgery was dangerous. It hasn’t cured you, anyway. You’re still having fits.’
‘So he went and did it!’ I exclaim angrily. ‘He messed with my brain, left me for dead!’
‘You’re not dead yet, Travis. There’s still a chance we can bring you back, if that’s what you want.’
‘I do want to go back,’ I say desperately, ‘but not to that place. I want to be with my mates, in the gang.’
‘You’d stand a better chance of that if you were back with us.’
‘No, I wouldn’t, because Chase would never let me go. I – I heard you and Hudson calling me,’ I take a deep breath to hide the emotion in my voice, ‘and that made me want to go home, but first I need to deal with Chase!’
‘You do want him dead, then?’
‘He has to die,’ I say firmly, ‘before he kills me!’
Demi is singing downstairs. ‘Does she know?’ I ask.
‘She knows who I am. I told her about twenty ninety-nine, and how I got you here.’
‘She believed you?’
‘Yes. She said you’d told her some of it when you first met, and she didn’t believe you then, but after all she’s seen since she said she was ready to believe in someone called Father Christmas, whoever he is. Will you tell her about the surgery?’
I shrug. ‘If I think she needs to know.’
There’s the sound of feet on the stairs, and Demi runs in.
‘Well,’ she says doubtfully, ‘it’s ready, I haven’t tasted it, but it looks cooked. You might want to close your eyes while you eat it, mind!’
‘You both have yours first,’ I tell them. ‘I can wait a bit.’
While I’m alone I have time to think about the epilepsy surgery. It won’t do any good to shout about it, much as I want to. It’s done now. In fact it’s made me more determined than ever to track down Chase, and make him pay.
Soon Demi comes back with soup for me. It looks like cess water, but it tastes all right, and it warms me up.
‘Well, we’re all still here, so I didn’t poison us,’ says Demi, laughing, as I finish the last spoonful.
‘Are you all right, Travis?’ Alex asks when he returns to the room. ‘I could give you more of that willow bark potion if you’re really uncomfortable. It’ll help you to sleep.’
‘No.’ I pull a face. I don’t want any more of that horrible spew, and I don’t want to be knocked out; I still have questions to ask. ‘I want to talk some more about what’s been happening to me.’
‘Very well.’
‘Chase told me about the portals, and said he came after me because he wanted to kill me before I killed him. I force fed some of the truth drug to him that he used on Demi to get answers, how he followed me, why he followed me, why he was younger, what he’d done to Demi. The fact is, though, I don’t know why I’m supposed to kill him, and he never said. Do you know?’
‘Yes,’ Alex says promptly, ‘you have to kill him to stop him from destroying your life in our world. You’re going to try to stop him from existing. He’s seen his own death at your hands, so he wants to prevent it. That’s why you have to stay here, in nineteen forty-two, because here your paths will cross, except he knows what’s in store. He told you he used the cortexoscope to read your thoughts before he left the institution. You know how those scopes work, but for your benefit, Demi, I’ll explain. They read what’s happening in the subject’s real time, but whoever sees the images can also have a fast forward picture of what’s going on, what your future plans are, before the subject himself knows what they are. The problem is that the images can be patchy, that is, they don’t always show the whole picture. I think this was so in your case, Travis; you were ill, your brain wasn’t working properly.’
I swallow hard. ‘So if he knows I plan to kill him why didn’t he just do away with me when he first found me, on the beach on Barrasay that night, or later when he returned to the island? He had plenty of opportunities. It wasn’t until I dragged him off to the cave that he first tried it.’
Alex sighs. ‘You think Chase is an evil man. You’re right; but give him some credit of feeling, Travis. It isn’t an easy decision to do away with your own son.’
The silence which follows this statement is electric, until Demi blurts out, ‘Chas is Travis’s dad? Nah; ha-ha, you’re having us on!’
Alex looks straight at her. ‘Do I look like I’m joking?’
The colour has drained from her face. My heart is thumping so hard I’m waiting for it to jump out of my chest, and my head is starting to swim.
‘Back in the cave,’ I’m saying, ‘when I killed him – or thought I had – I felt a bit – sad. Do you think I knew?’
‘I don’t know. It’s possible.’
‘How did he know who I was?’
‘He recognised you when you came to the institution. When he had you sedated that time to keep you quiet, he had Sister Augusta take a sample of your blood at the same time, and he compared it with his own. There was no mistake, the nun said, and you know droids can’t lie.’
‘Yet he still operated.’ I’m a mix of emotions – depressed, regretful, angry. ‘He still wanted me dead.’
‘He was also ashamed to have a son born unclean.’
‘He should’ve just smothered my face with a pillow!’
‘He’s probed, like we all are,’ Alex points out. ‘The act will have been detected. You know the penalty for murder, and as important as he is, he wouldn’t be immune from prosecution.’
I exhale slowly, trying to calm myself down. ‘Did he – did he mention my mother?’
Alex hesitates before answering, ‘No.’
‘Do you know where he is now?’
‘I have an idea.’ I open my mouth to speak again, but he puts a hand on my shoulder. ‘No, Travis. We can’t start looking for him until you’re fully fit.’
I lie back, frustrated, but I know he’s right. ‘Explain about the portal, then, and how I managed to escape the guard.’
Alex leans comfortably against the wall and pulls a blanket over himself. ‘You were fitting when we found you.’
‘That’s what Demi said,’ I’m impatient now, ‘but that doesn’t explain how I was stopped from being crushed to death by that robot. I was trapped under the bike, no way could I have got to that portal.’
‘What usually happens when you have a seizure?’
‘The same thing: the warmness in my head, being unable to focus, passing out, waking up with heavy limbs. It’s only the portals which are strange, and the time shifting. Demi has aged about ten years since I’ve known her.’ Demi isn’t taking any notice. ‘I don’t suppose you know what’s going on with the age thing, Doc?’
He nods slowly. ‘I think you’re shifting through time for a reason. You’re calling up portals, so you can move through them into new time dimensions. You also call them when you’re in a bad situation to get you out of it. That’s how you got away from the guard. There’s a good reason why you haven’t aged; time hasn’t moved on for you, because it’s not supposed to. You’re going to end up back in twenty ninety-nine, back where you started.’
‘That’s crazy!’ I begin, and stop short. Hasn’t my life been crazy up to this point, jumping through portals into different worlds, and now finding out that Professor Chase is my father? ‘How do you know all of this?’
‘I also read your thoughts with the cortexoscope.’
He catches Demi’s eye and smiles. Shivering, she smiles back weakly, and covers herself with a blanket, too. The warmth of the soup is wearing off, and it’s starting to feel chilly in the room. I also think she’s in shock over what she’s just learnt about Chase.
‘Can you tell me what’s going to happen, then?’ I ask Alex.
‘I can only give you a brief picture of what I saw in your head,’ he says. ‘You’ll fall ill with an infection in your neck wound. I’ll treat it with herbs, one of which will keep you sedated. You’ll have a few seizures, you’ll want to leave the house, but the sedation will prevent you from having the energy to let the portals take you. When you come round you’ll accuse me of keeping you here on purpose. You’ll be right, because Chase has to find you in this time dimension. He’ll come to the farm, shoot you with an acid gun, but I’ll intercept that shot. I can’t kill him, because if I do I’ll affect the course of events for you. You both go through a portal, meeting on a beach, but at that point the images start to get a bit hazy.’
When he says no more I prompt him impatiently. ‘Go on.’
‘You want to know how you kill him. Well, sorry, I can’t tell you. Your mind went completely blank at that point. Your heart slowed down, too. I had to get the nuns to help revive you. When you had settled I tried to read some more, but I couldn’t seem to get past the beach part. The thoughts stopped there. I don’t know why. There is one thing. Judging by what I saw, something Chase tells you gives you a bit of a shock.’
Demi yawns widely. My eyes are starting to feel heavy, but I’m not ready to sleep yet. I can’t feel anything right now, it’s like I’m paralysed. Demi finds her voice, asking Alex why I’m able to generate the portals, and what they are.
‘Portals have been around since time began. They’re natural phenomena, but you can only see them when they’re charged by intense electrical currents, like a storm, or...’
‘...the electrical activity in my brain when I have a fit?’ I finish with a sigh.
‘Exactly. I saw a lot of portals when we had the great storms in our time. People were dragged into them. Some were never seen again. Some came back – different, shall we say.’
‘His seizures must be really powerful, then, if he causes the portals to appear,’ says Demi. ‘Lightning electricity is pretty dangerous stuff. It can kill you if it strikes you.’
‘Travis doesn’t know how powerful his seizures are,’ says Alex. ‘Every time you had a fit in the institution, Travis, what do you think would appear? Some of the boys tried to escape through them, until they were stopped by the probes. I thought it was a coincidence at first, but when I triggered your seizure with the ECT machine, one appeared. It was your perfect escape route.’
‘I – I never saw them...’
‘Trust me, Travis, they were there. There’s a good reason why you can see them now. It’s because you need them.’
I snuggle into my blanket. ‘Well, I’m glad Chase didn’t know you helped me.’
‘I told him you started fitting in my office, and that sparks were flashing out of the top of your head. I called the nun who brought you to my office – hiding the ECT machine first – because I wanted her to witness what was happening. The sparks formed a beam of light which eventually morphed into the portal disc. You opened your mouth, and it was like your soul was being sucked through your body; a stream of light was flying through the air, like an apparition of you. Your face was contorted in the light, and you screamed through the energy of what it was pulling you through.’
I’m slurring my words now. ‘Good job droids can’t hear human thoughts through pods, or the nun would’ve told on you.’
‘I saw something else when I read your cortex, Travis,’ adds Alex, ‘and that’s Chase’s vision of what went on in my office as he read your thoughts. I’m afraid he does know I helped you. He’s after me, too.’
I don’t answer. Demi asks if I’m all right. Alex says, ‘He’ll sleep now. The draught I added to the soup will keep him under for hours. It’s what he needs.’
My eyes refuse to stay open, and soon I’m fast asleep.



15. Followed
I’m drifting in and out of consciousness, barely aware that I’m alive. Alex must have me drugged up to the eyeballs to keep me quiet, stopping me from asking any more questions. Demi helps me with my food, and talks to me, but I’m not taking in what she’s saying. Alex comes back to the house now and again, carrying sacks of food, mostly vegetables, but sometimes a small animal for meat, a sheep maybe, or a hare. He takes them outside, skins them, and chops them for the pot. He also brings more rags to use as bandages for my wounds. He tells Demi my neck is healing nicely, and my leg is starting to mend. It itches like crazy. I keep reaching down to scratch it, but both he and Demi slap my hand.
Sometimes at night there are rumblings in the distance. Planes, Demi says; and faint bangs, bombs being dropped on nearby towns and villages. The room shakes, the light swings, dust falls on us. We hear the drone of engines getting louder as the planes fly overhead, until eventually there’s silence. Another raid is over. I hear them talking about the light...shouldn’t have it on, really, those curtains are flimsy...it might be seen...only we can’t leave Travis in the dark...
More bangs, much louder ones, in the house, in the room; that strange accent; yells; the smell of gun smoke. I must be dreaming again.
Soon the dizziness and the confusion fade into normality, and I’m aware of the world making more sense. Demi is sitting in the chair, reading a battered old book. The light is on, and through the crack in the curtain the sky is a sapphire blue with wisps of yellow and red. The sun is setting.
‘Hello, Demi. What’s that?’
She looks up and smiles. ‘An old recipe book,’ she replies. ‘Found it downstairs in the kitchen. It’s all in German, but I understand some of it. You seem a bit better today.’
‘Better? Have I been ill?’
She sighs. ‘You’ve not been with it for days. You’ve been delirious with fever, caused by an infection in your neck wound. It’s healing now, though. You’ve had a couple of fits, too, but not bad ones.’
‘I thought Alex was keeping me drugged.’
‘He’s been giving you herbs to heal the wound, and yeah, he’s kept you sedated,’ Demi admits, ‘but that’s because he wanted you to sleep. Before that you were trying to get up and leave, and with your broken leg, too! Don’t you remember Alex telling you this would happen because he read it in the cortexo-thingy?’
‘Maybe; I can’t be sure.’ My mind is empty. I touch my neck. It’s still bandaged, but it doesn’t hurt very much now. ‘Did a portal appear when I had those fits?’
‘Yeah.’
‘And we’re still here.’
Demi shrugs. I’m hot, so I shove my blanket off in frustration.
‘We’ve been here for days!’ I grumble. ‘We could be looking for Chase instead of wasting time here! Aren’t you scared the Nazis will find us?’
‘Alex doesn’t want us to go yet,’ replies Demi shortly. ‘Anyway, you’ve been too ill to be moved. Look, Travis, have a go at him about it, not me! I don’t want to stay here any more than you do, but while you’re ill, we can’t go anywhere.’
I huff irritably. ‘I don’t know why the Nazis haven’t found us yet. This place may be hidden from the road, but someone must have seen Alex coming and going.’
‘Oh, they came, all right. It’s like Alex predicted, Travis.’
‘You’ll have to remind me what he predicted.’
‘Look behind you.’
I look at the wall. It’s peppered with bullet holes.
‘The Nazis came twice,’ says Demi. ‘The first time was just after you went into a fever, a week ago. It was really early in the morning, not light yet. We heard the lorries coming into the yard. I don’t know why they came here; they must’ve been on their way somewhere. Anyway, we watched them fill their water bottles from the pump, and we heard them banging on the door. I was too terrified to move, knowing if they came in they’d see the food we left down there. We had nowhere to hide, and we couldn’t leave you, so we stayed here, and kept quiet. They kicked the kitchen door in, but they didn’t come in. Someone called them away, I think they said something like “Leave it, we have to go now. Orders from the Colonel”, so they left. Alex didn’t try to repair the door in case they came back, and realised someone was here. We’ve put all the stuff we had in the kitchen in the room next door.’ She looks down at her hands. ‘Well, they did come back two nights later, just after we settled down to sleep. Alex reckons they must’ve spotted something in the kitchen when they kicked the door in the first time they came, and were watching the place. When we heard them thundering up the stairs Alex took the light bulb out, and we dragged you across the floor so we could all hide behind the door. The door banged open, and in they came, shining torches, and wielding guns. They opened fire all over the house, not just in here. We were lucky we weren’t shot. We can’t tell you how many there were, not many I don’t think, ‘cos it was over really quick, but one of them – one of them was dressed like an officer. I caught a glimpse of his face, and...’
‘What?’
‘I think – I’m not sure, mind, ‘cos it was all really chaotic, but I think he looked like – your – your – it was...’
Suddenly I’m excited. ‘It was Chase, wasn’t it?’
She doesn’t answer.
‘He was looking for me,’ I say triumphantly. ‘He knows I’m here! Did Alex recognise him?’
‘I asked him afterwards, but he didn’t say much. They weren’t around long. You see Alex...’
I look at her, tilting my head to one side.
‘Alex shot at them with the acid gun,’ she finishes, her face drained of all colour. ‘The Nazis didn’t stand a chance. It’s horrible what that gun can do to people, Travis, reducing them to dust like that!’
My voice is barely a whisper. ‘Did Alex kill Chase?’ As much as I want Chase dead I don’t want to be cheated out of killing him myself!
‘No,’ says Demi. ‘You see, you had a fit...’
I help her out. ‘There was a portal.’
‘Yeah.’
‘...and he went through it? Brilliant!’
‘He – he always comes back, Travis,’ she says lamely.
‘Yeah.’  I kick the floor with my good leg. ‘He always comes back.’ Meanwhile I’m stuck here doing bugger all.
‘I don’t want to talk about Chas any more, Travis. I...’
‘Yeah, all right. Where are the lorries they came in?’
‘Alex destroyed them with the gun; said he couldn’t risk them being found if more soldiers came.’
‘Sounds reasonable enough.’
She quickly changes the subject, starts chatting about I don’t know what, but I’m not listening. Bits of information I’ve stored in my head about portals are coming back to me, one of them being I’m able to call them at my whim to get me out of tight spots. I’m still here, though, aren’t I? There has to be a reason for that, and as I think about it I come to the conclusion that Alex is deliberately stopping us from leaving – and I need to find out why – or I’m supposed to stay where I am.
If I can call up a portal to help me out, perhaps I can also, subconsciously, stop it from taking me.
I hold on to that thought.
Alex says I’m searching for something, and I’m sure now that something – someone – is Chase. He knows where I am. He’s obviously tricked the Nazis into thinking he’s one of them, persuading them to search the farm; hypnotising a couple of them, maybe, like the police at Demi’s farm. Demi’s right, he’ll come again, so it could be I’m meant to face him in this house, and kill him.
I can’t help thinking, though, that Alex has some sort of hidden agenda up his sleeve by keeping me sedated, and I need to find out what that is.
As I’m trying to work all this out in my head the door flies open with a bang, and Alex comes rushing in, throwing a sack of stuff onto the floor.
‘They’re back!’ he pants. With a yelp Demi jumps to her feet.
‘How many?’ I ask.
‘I don’t know. I saw three lorries, with a car, coming over the hill behind us. They’re heading this way.’
‘Where’s the acid gun?’
‘Here.’ He takes it out of his jeans pocket, and points it at the curtain. A jet of yellow disintegrates it. ‘It’s still working.’
‘Alex,’ gasps Demi, ‘where can we go?’
‘Nowhere,’ he tells her. ‘We can’t leave Travis, anyway. If they find us here we’ll be sitting ducks. Nothing else for it, we’re just going to have to shoot our way out.’
He’s standing very close to my good leg. I don’t think about it, I extend my foot, and he trips and falls against the table. The gun clatters to the ground, so I grab it.
‘Travis!’ cries Demi, shaking. Alex has rolled onto his side, staring at the gun pointing at his head. ‘What are you doing? Now isn’t the time!’
‘Give me the gun, Travis,’ orders Alex.
‘No.’ My hand doesn’t waver. ‘I want to know why you’ve been keeping us here.’
‘Can’t it wait? Right now we have more pressing matters!’
‘Travis!’ cries Demi again.
They’re outside, their loud voices, that strange language, getting closer and closer.
‘I’m keeping this,’ I snarl at Alex. ‘I’ll deal with them.’
‘What if you have a seizure?’
‘Then a portal will come, and we can all go through it.’
Alex snorts. ‘You think it’s that simple, eh?’
‘You said it’s what I do.’
‘It is, but I’m afraid there may be obstacles in your way.’
‘Like you, you mean?’ I wave the gun at him again.
‘Oh, stop it, both of you!’ shouts Demi. Alex gets to his feet.
‘What are you doing?’ I demand.
‘Demi and I are going to need weapons, too.’ He rummages in the sack. ‘Here,’ he throws Demi a rifle, ‘you said you know how to use one of these.’ Demi’s shaking hand tries to load bullets into the rifle, while Alex produces yet another acid gun, but I don’t have a chance to ask where it’s come from, because the door handle rattles, and together we turn our weapons.
The air rings with the sound of gunfire. We’re crouching down, giving back as good as we get. The acid guns protect us as we pick off the Nazis one by one; they’re pouring into the room like rats. The bodies fall as the bullets fly from Demi’s rifle. She’s a good shot. A soldier lands on my bad leg. I have to use my gun on the corpses, too, or we’ll be in danger of suffocating in a crowd.
No way can we survive this! We’re outnumbered, dead for sure!
Then the unthinkable happens. The excitement and the stress plunges me into a whirl. I see the strange light, I still hear the guns and the shouting – until at last there’s only silence.
Demi whispers my name as I open my eyes. The room is the same, except for the bullet holes, the broken table and chair, and the burnt dust on the ground.
‘Did we get them all?’ My voice is thick. I’ve bitten my tongue.
‘The portal!’ That’s Alexander’s voice. ‘It sucked them in, every last one of them.’
‘You saved us, Travis!’ Demi, her voice cracked with emotion, throws her arms around my neck. When she finally releases me I drag myself into a sitting position, worn out by the fit, and the excitement of the shoot-out.
‘We have to go now,’ says Alexander gruffly, while I’m trying to take in what the portal has done. ‘It’s time.’
‘We could’ve left well before now, through the other portals,’ I remind him.
‘Doc!’ says another voice weakly. It’s one I think I know well, but for now I can’t make the connection.
Alexander runs to the door. ‘Oh, God!’
‘What’s up?’
‘He’s been hit!’
There are feet sticking out from behind the door, and a pool of blood surrounding them. Alex drags the body into full view.
‘What the f...’
‘Bandages, Demi,’ he instructs, and she grabs the rags lying by her side. ‘He’s been shot in both legs. He’s losing a lot of blood.’
I need to see what’s going on. I’m on all fours now, bad leg and all, moving in on the scene.
‘Give us room, Travis,’ says Alex as he stoops down by the wounded leg. I look at the face I know so well. Hudson smiles weakly at me, raises a hand.
‘Hiya, mate!’
‘Hudson!’
I lock my hand with his. That smiling face, those bright white teeth; it really is Hudson!
‘Don’t tell me,’ I say, ‘you got here through a portal!’
‘Mate,’ gasps Hudson as Alex rips his trouser leg to get to the wound, ‘I had to come and find you! The doc told me Chase was looking for you, so I went into your room, read your thoughts with the cortexoscope...’
‘You’re mad!’ I’m laughing. I’m chuffed to see him. ‘I bet they zapped your probe when they realised what you were up to!’
‘They didn’t get a chance to catch me! I’d hardly finished reading your brain when a portal came. I didn’t stop to think, I just leapt through it – argh!’ He flinches as Demi holds up his leg for Alex to bandage.
‘Great!’ Alex growls. ‘Two casualties we’ve got now! What the hell are you doing here, Hudson? I told you not to follow me!’
‘I was going mad not knowing what was happening to you and Travis,’ says Hudson.
‘Ignore him, Hudson.’ I squeeze his hand. ‘I’m glad you’re here, but how come you knew exactly where to look for us?’
‘Your thoughts told me, didn’t they?’ He laughs despite his pain. ‘So I came, only I didn’t appear where I expected to, in this room. I came out in the middle of the road back there, just as three lorry-loads of soldiers were coming along. One had to swerve to avoid me. It hacked them off a bit, so they came after me.’
‘And you led them here,’ stated Alex, shaking his head.
‘I didn’t think, Doc, I just ran,’ says Hudson apologetically. ‘They were firing bullets at me. I wasn’t going to let them kill me, was I? I legged it down the road, then when I saw the farmhouse...’
‘If you hadn’t come here, they wouldn’t have been sucked through the portal,’ says Demi. ‘Hello, I’m Demi, Travis’s friend.’
‘I know.’ Hudson winks at me. ‘You’re in his thoughts all the time.’
‘They could’ve killed us all!’ snaps Alex, ‘and now you’re injured...’
‘The lorries!’ I interrupt.
‘What about them?’ Alex asks.
‘We can escape in one, unless you have any objection.’
‘We’ve been stuck here for weeks, Alex,’ says Demi, ‘and Travis hasn’t seen the light of day for ages. You said you’d help him go after Chas.’
‘That’s right; you did,’ I chip in, ‘unless you have a specific reason why you don’t want us to leave?’
‘Come on,’ he says to Demi, ‘let’s pack everything together. I’ll bring one of the lorries around to the door.’
‘Tell me what I want to know, Doc!’
Alex sighs. ‘I knew you’d forget everything I told you before you fell ill, so I’ll explain again; and put the gun down, Travis, it’s losing power.’
The indicator is pulsating. If I shoot Alex now I’ll be wasting acid, and he has a gun as well. He might shoot back, so I drop it. Demi lets out a frustrated noise, and grabs the blankets from the floor.
‘I kept you sedated to stop you from leaving nineteen forty-two,’ says Alex, ‘not the farm. We have to stay in this time period because Chase is close, and at some point you will both go through a portal at the same time, meeting on a beach. When he came with the soldiers that night I had to stop him from shooting you. He had an acid gun. I shot it out of his hand, and he dropped it before he escaped. I have it now. He is your quest, but you’re not going to kill him just because you hate him, or because he’s trying to kill you, you’re going to kill him to save your future.’ He pauses, looking at me for some recognition of what he’s telling me, but there’s nothing.
‘Well, tell me the rest!’
‘Everything else I told you will come back to you soon,’ he says patiently. ‘Demi is right, we’ve got no time for this.’
Before I know it his fist has made contact with my face. I come to in the back of the lorry with Hudson and Demi for company.
‘How’s the jaw, mate?’ asks Hudson.
I shrug, rubbing it, before lying back in a huff.



16. Mother
‘Hold on!’ cries Alexander as the lorry accelerates.
That’s the unmistakable sound of wood splintering. Something is forced through the cab window, narrowly missing Alex’s head. He swerves to avoid it. The lorry swerves as well, its screeching wheels mingling with Demi’s muffled cries as she buries her head in her lap to avoid the flying glass.
There’s blood trickling down my face; a small piece of glass has cut me. The lorry is moving in a zigzag, and we’re rolling around in the back. There’s gunfire behind us, and loud German accents. Alex picks up speed.
‘We’re being followed! Shoot at them! Here,’ he chucks the acid gun at me, ‘use this! It’s practically full.’
Demi flicks the safety catch on her rifle. I crawl to the back of the lorry, pull the canvas aside, and look out. Two soldiers on a motorbike are on our tail. Behind them I see a wooden hut, and the broken wood of the road block.
Zap! My aim is true, but the acid narrowly misses them, and they duck to avoid its range.
‘I’ll aim for the tyres,’ says Demi, but the rider skilfully manoeuvres the bike so that her shots only hit the ground. His passenger draws a pistol. We crouch down as he shoots, having no idea where the bullet lands.
‘What’s happening back there?’ yells Alex. ‘They’re gaining on us.’
‘We missed,’ I yell back.
‘Help,’ mutters Hudson, who is now lying flat on his stomach.
‘So shoot them again!’
‘Drive in a straight line, then! I can hardly grip the rifle!’ shouts Demi.
I try again, aiming for the rider, but he’s too clever with the bike to allow me to get him. Instead the acid hits another target, his passenger’s arm. We cheer, expecting him to fizzle into dust like they always do, but instead...
‘Urgh!’ exclaims Demi. ‘Look at that!’
His pistol has fallen to the ground because his arm is oozing white matter.
‘We can’t kill them, Demi, not like we can kill life,’ I tell her. ‘They’re droids.’
‘What?’
‘Androids,’ clarifies Hudson, ‘synthetic life forms.’
‘OK,’ says Demi slowly. I can’t help being fascinated by how readily she believes everything she is told now, but like she keeps saying she’s seen so much recently she can’t deny the truth of it. ‘I’ve read about androids in sci-fi novels, and seen them in films. I suppose they came from your world?’
Alex has been listening. ‘They’ve come with Chase; they’re helping him to catch us. They’ve learnt the German language so they can blend in.’
‘Something else you know from my thoughts?’ I ask.
‘Yeah; although I was hoping you would change the course of events by destroying them!’
‘Why are they dressed like those soldiers, though?’ says Hudson.
‘So they don’t cause suspicion, and not be detained as spies. No one suspects a Nazi soldier in this world. Chase has done his homework. Am I right, Demi?’
‘I think so.’
‘Hold on to your hats!’ cries Alex. ‘It’s time we got out of here!’
We lurch forward as the lorry increases speed. Demi raises the rifle to her eye, but I put my hand on the barrel.
‘Don’t bother. They know how to dodge the bullets, and he can’t shoot at us now, anyway. Besides I don’t want to waste any more ammo. We might need it later! Our best chance is to lose them. Do we lose them, Alex?’
‘I don’t know,’ he replies. ‘Like I told you the images I read in your thoughts weren’t always so clear. Now shut up, and let me concentrate on my driving!’
We can’t shake them off. With each bend in the road they’re within our sight, and we’re within theirs. The only thing that could save us now is a portal, but as usual there isn’t one around when you need one! No sign of a seizure to bring one on, either.
The hunt continues along the winding roads, sometimes darkened by thick wood on either side, sometimes brightened by open fields and sun. Alex is driving flat out, but it’s not enough.
‘Go faster!’ cries Demi. ‘They’re catching up!’
‘I going full pelt as it is!’ snaps Alex; then, ‘Uh-oh!’
‘What?’
‘We’re nearly out of gas, and – er – the clutch feels a bit loose! Ah!’
‘What now?’
‘The gear stick’s come off in my hand!’
Demi shrieks, ‘Look!’
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! It’s not only the droids we have to worry about now!
The droids see it, too. The bike slows, and pulls over to the side of the road, letting the guard continue the chase. It doesn’t say anything, doesn’t tell us to stop. It just shoots its lasers at us.
Screech! Alexander puts his foot hard on the brake, but he can’t stop the lorry from swerving off the road, and ending up in a ditch. We roll around in the back for what seems like an eternity, and when we finally do stop, I’m lying on my front on top of Hudson, and Demi is lying on top of me. The engine is still running. Alex is groaning.
‘Are you OK, Doc?’ asks Hudson.
‘Yeah,’ he replies faintly.
He drags himself out of the smashed driver’s window. The noise has stopped; the guard must be very close, probably standing over us. I force back the canvas, but all I see is crushed metal, glass and earth. I crawl into the cab, and see Alex lying rigidly on the grass, looking up with wide, terrified eyes. The guard is looking down at him. I swallow the lump rising in my throat.
‘Did you see this in the cortexoscope?’ I whisper.
A pause before he answers. ‘Not this part.’
‘What’s happening, Travis?’ asks Demi.
I ignore her. ‘It doesn’t kill us, right? We meet Chase on the beach...’
You meet Chase on the beach.’
‘But – you, Demi, Hudson...’
‘I didn’t see us there.’
‘How can I face him like this? Look at me, I can’t walk properly, I can’t run! I might not get through the portal without my injuries. Hudson’s injured, too. Demi – I can’t leave her!’
‘We’re doomed, Travis,’ he snaps. ‘There must be...’
He goes no further. There’s the sound of grinding metal, and he looks up again. He opens his mouth to say something else, but I don’t hear what it is, because his face, and everything around him, suddenly begins to swirl, merging into one jumbled vision. My teeth bite into my tongue. The golden light appears, confused with sharp, bright red flashes.
Round and round goes my world. I’m falling, deeper and deeper into a familiar blackness, until at last my eyes focus on a horizon, a clear blue sky, and a baking hot sun burning my skin.
I stare up at the sky, savouring the coolness of the water as it laps against my body. My tongue is sore and crinkled. At last I sit up, stretch my tired limbs, trying to get some feeling back into them. The splint has gone from my leg, and the bandage from my neck. My wounds have completely disappeared. It’s strange how that happens when I want it to.
Demi, Alex, and Hudson aren’t here. My heart sinks, because I have no idea if they’re dead or alive, but I have no time to mourn. I have other priorities. Chase is sitting on a rock, thoughtfully looking out to sea. We’re completely alone on the beach.
‘So you made it, then,’ he says, smiling at me. ‘That’s a marvellous gift you have, Travis. Again you escaped the guard in the nick of time! I must congratulate you; but then I saw this moment coming, didn’t I? Brilliant invention, the cortexoscope.’
His laughter makes me angry. I lunge at him, but he dodges out of the way. I’m left clutching the rock, swallowing my fury.
‘Stand up.’
Since he’s holding an acid gun I don’t argue.
‘What are you going to do?’ I ask, trying not to sound nervous. ‘Make me run? Shoot me in the back? Or will it be a slow, painful death?’
‘You know I like to make things interesting, Travis,’ he sneers. ‘I won’t put you out of your misery too soon!’
‘I bet you won’t.’
I switch off when he starts talking about the institution. I’m not nostalgic for that place! Soon we come to some more rocks jutting out from the headland which block our path. The rocks are slippery, but I manage to keep my footing as I climb over. I can’t believe my eyes when I see the large, black gaping hole cut into the cliff edge. I recognise it instantly.
‘The cave!’ I exclaim. ‘This – this is Barrasay!’
‘That’s right,’ says Chase. ‘You were happiest here, weren’t you?’
The cave is the same, except there’s no sign of my makeshift bed, the pebble fire, or my bags of rubbish for burning. In fact although it’s a warm day, there are no holidaymakers around. I wonder if the Frasers’ farm is still close by.
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ says Chase, ‘you’re wondering what year we’re in. Well, it’s the twenty-fifth of September, twenty eighty-three.’
I do a quick calculation in my head. That’s sixteen years before twenty ninety-nine, but what’s so significant about the twenty-fifth of September?
‘Happy birthday,’ says Chase cheerfully, sitting down on the rock, ‘and stop pacing up and down. You’re making me nervous! Sit down and relax.’
‘How do you know when I was born?’ I demand, wishing the tide would rush in at any minute, drown us both, and end this once and for all. ‘I don’t even know when my birthday is – and I was there!’
‘So was I,’ says Chase, laughing, ‘right from your conception to the moment you were born.’
I stare at him, wondering what the hell he’s on about. Something in the back of my mind starts to niggle, but whatever it is refuses to surface. I know what Chase is saying, though. He’s telling me he slept with my mother, and I’m the result.
‘You’re sick!’ I shout. ‘My mother, whoever she was, wouldn’t have looked twice at you! Unless you forced her; that’s the only way you could get your leg over a woman!’
‘Why don’t we find out?’ he says icily.
Now it’s my turn to laugh. ‘This I’d like to see!’
‘Let’s go, then.’
The dune doesn’t seem as steep as I remember. It looks, over the years, like the wind has washed most of the sand away.
Once we reach the top we walk across the plain towards the Frasers’ farmhouse. The boards have been removed from the windows, and the garden is tidy; flowers are growing in the borders. Someone is living here.
‘You know this place,’ he says.
‘You know I do. It belonged to the Frasers.’
‘It still does.’
I’m trying to figure out how old Demi will be now. Close to eighty, probably.
Chase hammers on the door. I’m starting to feel apprehensive as I hear the footsteps getting louder, and the door swings open.
‘You’re here at last,’ says the woman.
She’s dressed a bit like the nuns in the institution, with a starched dress, cap and apron. I look around. The only thing that’s changed about the hall is the wallpaper.
‘What’s that?’ Someone is groaning upstairs.
Chase ignores me. ‘How near is she?’ he asks the nun.
‘Very close, sir.’ I bet she’s a droid. ‘Her waters have broken, and labour has started.’
‘Let’s go upstairs, Travis. What’s the matter,’ as I hesitate, ‘don’t you want to meet your mother?’
‘Meet the woman who’s about to give birth to me!’ I’m almost hysterical now. ‘How can she meet me if I’m not even born?’
‘Trust me,’ he says smoothly. ‘It’ll be all right.’
‘Trust you? That’s a good one!’
I’m in a kind of daze as I walk into what I know to be Mr and Mrs Fraser’s room. The woman in the bed looks young, small, and frail. Her fair hair is sticking to her hot face, and she’s grasping the sheet, crying out as another wave of pain sweeps over her.
So this is my mother!
I have no memory of ever having a mother, only the recurrent vision of me as a small boy holding onto the hand of a beautiful woman, and I have no idea who she is; but now, suddenly, and for the first time in my life, it’s like I belong to someone, that I have an origin, and a mother’s love.
‘Shush, now,’ says the droid, rushing over to her side. She picks up a damp cloth, placing it to her forehead. ‘You’ve got a long way to go yet.’
‘It – hurts!’ Her cries pierce my heart. ‘Oh, make it stop! Please make it stop!’
That voice! That face!
‘Demi!’
‘She can’t hear you,’ says Chase, ‘or see you. Hello, my darling!’ There’s something uncharacteristically gentle in the way he takes her hand, but I don’t like him touching her. It turns my stomach.
‘Chas? Is that you?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where have you been?’
‘That doesn’t matter. I’m back now.’
‘Demi, I’m here, too. It’s Travis.’
I try to touch her, but my hand passes through hers like a ghost’s!
‘You’re not alive yet, are you?’ Chase hisses. ‘That’s what I meant when I said she can’t see you. You don’t exist in her world yet.’
‘But I exist in yours,’ I shout at him, ‘and you claim to be – to be...’
‘I knew who you were,’ he interrupts, ‘when I travelled in time to find you. I came looking for you on purpose. To her you’re just some kid she met once on Barrasay beach, who she travelled with a few times. She doesn’t know you as her son, only as her friend. You’re a boy she had adolescent feelings for, but shouldn’t have.’
My eyes don’t leave Demi’s death-white face. ‘It was more than a friendship for me, too. I...’
I choke back the words. For the first time I’m forced to admit it to myself: I do love Demi! I’ve loved her since losing her through the portal in the cave, and I relive the suffering of that loss with torment. The feelings I still have for Jenna, and my foolish infatuation for Demi’s mother, are nothing compared to my devotion to Demi. I’ve imagined us together, married, building a home, having children, all conflicting with my need to go back to my own time. Now that love is smashed by the revelation that she is my mother; as for Chase...
You think Chase is an evil man. You’re right; but give him some credit of feeling, Travis. It isn’t an easy decision to do away with your own son.
My eyes glaze over. Swallowing back the tears I ask, ‘How did she get here? She was in the lorry with me.’
‘I got her out through the portal, brought her back six months before the happy event; and here we are.’
Six months...
‘Who’re you talking to?’ Demi cries suddenly.
‘No one; I’m just thinking aloud.’ Chase strokes her hand soothingly as she cries in pain again. ‘Stay calm, now.’
‘How could you!’ I bawl at her. ‘He killed your father!’
‘Travis?’ Demi gasps. ‘I’m – I’m sorry, Travis. He drugged me! I didn’t...’
‘She can hear me!’ I bend over her. ‘Demi! Demi! I’m here!’
‘Travis, crossing the bridge,’ she rambles. ‘Demi, the Earth mother; Chase, the hunter; Alexander, the helper and defender...’
‘She’s delirious,’ snaps Chase.
‘You did force her!’ My fist flies at his face – and then I get another shock. My hand goes through him, too!
His laughter hurts my ears. He puts the acid gun in his pocket.
‘I couldn’t shoot you today, Travis,’ he says. ‘Oh, yes, I can see you, and you can see us, but we’re only images in your mind. You’re watching from another time dimension, just dropped by to witness your own death; then you’ll disappear out of existence forever.’
The thumping in my chest is getting harder and harder. I wonder if I’m going to collapse. Chase’s voice is droning on and on.
‘For all the times you thought I was going to end your life, it’s been leading up to this moment,’ he says. ‘A tiny baby, minutes old, vulnerable, and at my mercy, is easier prey. Demi can’t stop me, and neither can you.’
I bend down, clutching my head. The nausea rises in my stomach, the sick spews out. There’s no light – this isn’t a seizure – and when I dare to look up the world around me is moving forward very, very fast.
The nurse is rushing around the bed, Demi is writhing and sweating, her legs are apart, there’s blood everywhere. Chase is holding her hand, there are more screams, more blood, and a bundle is placed in her arms, until Chase snatches it away.
‘Stop!’ I shout.
Gradually time slows to its normal pace. I shake my head. I’ve never experienced anything like that before. It’s like I’ve forced time on to get to a point where I can step into this reality, and take control.
It soon becomes clear what’s going on. Alex’s prediction is about to come true: I’m holding Chase’s gun firmly in my hand, and it’s pointing at his head. I test the hope that I’m no longer an image by putting my free hand on the dressing table. It’s solid. I want to smack Chase again, but I can’t while he’s holding the child.
Demi has stopped moaning. She’s quiet and still now, while the bundle is wriggling and crying. It has a good set of lungs.
‘Put him down,’ I command.
‘Such a beautiful baby,’ Chase says mockingly, placing it on the bed.
I glance at the baby, resisting the urge to pull back the blanket and look into his face, but when I see Chase nod to the nurse I react quickly. She doesn’t know what’s hit her as the yellow light melts her into a puddle. Swiftly I direct the gun back at Chase.
‘Are you sure you can kill me, Travis?’ taunts Chase. ‘I’m your father.’
‘Why not?’ I snap. ‘You’re happy enough to kill me, your own son.’
‘A son with an incurable condition,’ he says, ‘one I can’t allow to live. Anyway, they would’ve put you away once they found out. Oh, I didn’t know who you were until you came to the institution. You must’ve guessed we never kept you after you were born. I had my career to think of, and Demi, well, I’m afraid she wasn’t around to take care of you.’
The memory of the woman holding my toddler hand suddenly morphs into mere fantasy.
‘What happened to her?’
‘Well, look at her, Travis. She’s not moving.’
With the gun still firmly pointed at him I move closer to the bed, almost afraid to touch Demi in case my hand goes through her again, but this time I can feel her. She doesn’t look like she’s breathing.
I whisper her name as I put my fingers on her throat. There’s no pulse.
Demi – my mother – is dead!



17. Reborn
I have nothing to lose now.
In a short space of time I have found and lost a mother and a friend, and Chase is responsible. It doesn’t matter that childbirth has killed her; he’s to blame for getting her pregnant, so now he has to pay. Never mind what other reasons I may have for killing him, it’s for Demi he has to die now.
I stroke her hair. Chase is talking, but I’m not listening, I just want to concentrate on her, wallow in my grief. This is my Demi, my mother, young and lovely, at peace. I can’t imagine my life without her. I’m overwhelmed with grief, and now a seizure is coming on. The golden glow lights up the room. The world begins to spin, and I turn to look at Chase, my eyes filled with naked hate.
Come with me, Father.
We leave Demi behind; I can’t do any more for her now.
Chase is on his knees, panting heavily. There’s no sign of the baby. Wherever it is it will survive. It will grow up, become me. I’m living proof of that.
I still have the gun on him; all he has to fight with now is his hatred, and whatever else he may have up his sleeve.
‘Stand up.’
He scrambles to his feet. ‘Killing me won’t do you any good, Travis. You’re not going to change what happens in your life. I’m always going to be your father, you’ll still end up in an institution, and the world will still be in a mess; but if you die you’ll be saved from a world of persecution and shame.’
‘You drugged her,’ is all I can say. ‘You forced her.’
‘I loved her, but she didn’t want me, not after she knew about her father. She only thought of you. It wasn’t right that she wanted her son in that way. I had to change that. When she found out about the baby she started to care for me in a pitying kind of way. It wasn’t ideal, but I took her acceptance, because that was the best I could get.’
‘It doesn’t matter.’ I release the safety catch. ‘She’s dead now, so you can’t hurt us.’
‘Stop! You have thirty seconds to surrender your weapon. Stop! You have thirty seconds to surrender your weapon. Stop...’
Chase is winking. ‘Wanna bet?’
I start to run before the first laser reaches the ground, not along the beach, or to the cave, but into the sea, gasping as the cold penetrates my body. I’m hoping the salt water will react with the guard’s system, but I don’t count on it; water doesn’t seem to affect guards the way it affects droids, I’ve heard of them navigating rivers. Chase yells at it to follow me, and it obeys. For me the sea is getting deeper, for the guard it’s like paddling in a rain puddle. I still have the acid gun in my hand, but it’s heavy, full of water, won’t shoot. I throw it away; it’s bloody useless now!
I bob amongst the waves, trying to get away from the guard. It’s scooped up Chase, and he’s sitting on its back, urging it on. The lasers keep coming, so I duck under the water. The sea rushes into my ears, but I have to come up for air before my lungs burst.
I start to panic. The waves are getting heavier, and I’m becoming very tired, out of my depth. I’ve had it. Chase has won; I’m going to fry or drown on the day of my birth. Somewhere in time that baby, wherever it is, will vanish out of existence.
I turn, and look up at the guard. It stops, its red eyes staring back at me.
‘Go on,’ I shout, ‘do it now!’
Its eyes glow hot. I close my eyes, waiting; yet, somehow, I’m not afraid. I’m ready to die; the only thing that annoys me is that Chase has got the better of me at last. Anyone but him...
There’s an ear-piercing yell, a massive splash; Chase has fallen headlong into the sea. The guard’s eyes are closed, it’s slumped forward, there’s no life there.
‘The salt,’ I mutter to myself, relief washing over me. ‘I was right – gulp!’
Water floods into my mouth as I go under. Chase has his arms wrapped around my legs, dragging me down, trying to drown me. I’m too tired to fight back, but before I die I want to show him how much I hate him. As we swoop back up I wrap my arms around his neck, open my mouth, and dig my teeth into his ear, ripping it off.
Deaf to his cries of agony, and mad for his blood, I find the strength from somewhere to fight him off. His head has flopped to one side, and his neck is exposed. I don’t have enough of a bite to rip out his throat, nor do I have that shard of glass from the hut to stab him with, but then something sharp digs into my hand. At first I think he’s bitten me, too, until I see the knife; he has a weapon. A trickle of blood oozes from my hand, mingling with his, and I wince as the salt water penetrates the wound.
There’s a loud groaning sound above our heads. The guard has come back to life. As it shoots another beam I push Chase into its path. I duck again into the murky deep, when suddenly I find myself flying high on a massive wave. I come back down fast, landing on the guard’s back with a hard thud, sliding down until I manage to grab hold of a piece of broken metal sticking out of its shoulder.
The guard is lying face down in the sea, completely shut down.
It takes me a long time to get my breath back. I can’t believe I’m still alive! I clutch the back of the guard like it’s a lifeline, ironic when you think about it.
But where’s Chase?
He’s floating nearby, or what’s left of him. The laser hasn’t completely destroyed him. He’s my father, but I feel no grief at his loss, only peace.
‘You were wrong, though, weren’t you, Alex?’ I mutter. ‘I didn’t kill him, the guard did.’
Still, he’s dead, and that’s all that matters.
I jump down from the guard’s back and swim back to the shore. Panting, I rest on the sand for a few moments before suddenly stumbling to my feet; I need to go back to the cave! It’s not long before I’m lying down on my slab bed in the cavern, staring up at the roof, trying to make some sense of it all. If Chase is dead, and doesn’t exist in the future, it could mean that he never meets Demi, that I’m never born, so I don’t exist, either...My head aches, the cave spins, the light glows...
I’m awake.
The first thing I notice is that there are no bars on the windows, but this is a hospital room, and I’m attached to all sorts of machines, so there’s no chance of me escaping even if I have the strength to do it. I touch my head cautiously; there’s a bandage wrapped around it.
‘Doc!’ Dr Alexander has his back to me, looking at a sheet of paper. He doesn’t hear me, so I raise my voice. ‘Doc! You’re alive!’
He turns, smiling. He’s exactly how he should be, middle-aged, with grey flecks in his hair.
‘Welcome back, Travis!’ He comes to the bed, takes my pulse. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Weak. How did you get away from the guard?’
‘It wasn’t difficult. I used the glass from the wing mirror, and reflected the beam back at it. It destroyed itself. We ducked through the portal you called, coming back here, but I know Chase took Demi. She was already pregnant, Travis, drugged and raped by Chase when all three of you were still on Barrasay.’
I close my eyes. Drugged! Raped! Already pregnant! Six months before the happy event...
‘Did – did it work?’ I ask nervously.
‘The operation? Well, you’ve survived, so that’s something, but the seizures haven’t gone. According to our tests, though, they don’t seem as severe. You might grow out of them in time, Travis. People do.’
‘No. Not the operation.’ I’m looking at the cortexoscope lying on the table beside me. ‘I mean – has Chase really gone?’
He attaches the scope to my head. ‘Well, let’s see, shall we?’
‘We’ve got a surprise for you, Travis,’ says Dr Alexander. ‘Are you ready?’
It’s my first day out of bed. I’m in a wheelchair, wrapped in a blanket, about to be taken into the grounds by Hudson, whose big grin and bad jokes have kept me smiling for weeks. There’s something different about him. He’s happier in himself, says what he likes, and his clothes are different; the institution uniform has gone. No one will tell me why. Hudson only taps his nose, saying, ‘Wait and see!’ Alexander shakes his head, refusing to answer my questions.
I have a few minor seizures, but there are no more bright lights. Alexander says it’s because I don’t need them any more. What he really means is I don’t need the portals. I’m glad; I’m done with time travel. I’m no longer searching; my quest is over.
When I argue that Chase can’t be my father because he doesn’t exist any more, and Demi can’t be my mother, Alexander replies, ‘Chase was with Demi in twenty eighty-three. He may not have lived to twenty ninety-nine, never had the idea to come after you, but at some point in time he was alive, and you, he and Demi met. We both know the truth, and we also know portals do strange things to people. Things are never what they seem where portals are concerned.’
That’s what annoys me about Alexander; he always has an answer for everything, even if he never makes any sense!
Now I’m laughing as Hudson puts the blindfold on. ‘I wish someone would tell me what’s going on!’
‘You’ll see,’ says Hudson mysteriously.
Once we’re out in the fresh air he whips off the blindfold.
‘There! What do you think of that, then?’
I blink at the scene around me. There’s nothing different about the layout of the grounds, they’re the same, except for the flowers, and the high fence has gone. The boys are laughing, playing, and chasing one another. They seem happy and relaxed.
‘What’s happened to this place?’ I whisper.
Dr Alexander shrugs. ‘We don’t know. It was like this when we returned. It’s a hospital now. When these boys are well, including you, they can leave whenever they like. No one remembers Chase. Health inspectors don’t exist, nor do robot guards, but we still have the droids. People who are ill are helped instead of locked away. The country is still in turmoil, but there are officials trying to sort out the problems, and the poor are getting help. We knew a different world to this, and I’m not complaining!’
Hudson laughs. ‘Nor am I; I don’t want to see another guard again as long as I live.’
‘Something you did, Travis, has brought us to this moment,’ says Alexander. ‘Our futures and our lives have changed for the better. Chase and the robots have gone from this world, and there’s no more persecution of the unclean. Chase knew how to control the guards, didn’t he? It could be he had some kind of influence on authority, convinced those in power that the guards and the institutions were a good idea. Ah, well, we’ll never know for sure.’
It’s good to think my actions have helped to shape this new world, but I don’t believe it’s true.
‘I wish Demi were here,’ I say with a sigh, ‘but this isn’t her world. She wouldn’t have been happy, would she?’
‘I suppose not,’ says Alexander. ‘Don’t be sad, Travis. I think you had a happy childhood after all, without all that death and destruction which we saw blight our world, and you have your future to look forward to now.’
‘Future?’ I snort. ‘Most of these lads have families. I don’t have anyone, except you and Hudson. I don’t think I’ll ever leave this place.’
We’re interrupted by a kindly-faced nun. ‘Mr Travis and Mr Hudson, your visitors are here.’
‘Visitors?’
There are squeals and cheers as Jenna and Saul run towards us. Hudson swings Saul around until they fall over, laughing. I hold Jenna tight, unable to let go of the girl I still want to love.
Then, over Jenna’s shoulder, I see a middle-aged woman standing beside the nun, watching, smiling. Her fair hair is blowing around her lovely face. The memory of the chubby little boy and the pretty lady comes back to me. I reach out, and we’re holding hands again. 
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