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Cate’s best friend dashed toward her, shrieking and frantically waving her arms. The weekend crowd waiting for the bus paused their conversations to watch the girl sprinting wildly down the road. The scent of dried sweat mixed with fresh deodorant reached Cate’s nostrils. Someone had been particularly heavy handed with the body spray for their Sunday afternoon visit to the mall.

Eve threw her arms around Cate with so much force, they collided with a group of students from their school standing at the bus stop. “I rushed to find you the second I heard. Are you okay?”

Cate disentangled herself from her friend’s overzealous bear hug. “What are you talking about?” 

The mobile phones from the nearby students beeped in quick succession and they looked from their glowing screens to Cate.

Eve’s eye’s widened, and she snatched Cate’s phone from her hand just as it beeped. “Before you read that text, remember I may be your only friend, but I’m an awesome one. It’s not like you need a boyfriend. You’ve got me.”

Unfortunately, that wasn’t true. Cate’s witness protection rules specifically stated she needed a boyfriend. Her breath, mixed with the freezing air, created smoke as she exhaled. “Let me see the text.”

“Prepare yourself.” Her friend squeezed her eyes shut and held the phone out for Cate to read the new text message. 

ZACH: “WITH BRITTANY NOW. WE R DONE.”

Cate pointed at the gut-wrenching text from her now ex-boyfriend. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“Unfortunately, no. Sorry, Honey.” Eve grimaced. “Everyone knows.”

Cate brushed a mix of sad, embarrassed, but predominantly angry tears from her cheeks. “Thanks for coming to the mall and finding me.”

The hiss of air breaks releasing, and the stench of diesel announced the Sunday Express bus had arrived. Eve grabbed Cate’s arm and manoeuvered them into the queue running along the side of the bus. “I’m going to delete Zach from my contacts. Boyfriends are completely overrated.”

Cate regretted for the millionth time not being able to tell Eve about the witness protection program. Her mum and her handler, Pip, were the only people in Tempus Falls who knew about it. A boyfriend supposedly helped Cate to blend in. She followed all the rules set by the nameless and faceless people who operated from classified locations, and worked on covert projects, regardless of how unpleasant or annoying she found them. They kept her hidden and safe from the ruthless people who had kidnapped and tortured her and her father.

These rules and having to relocate from Australia to the small Californian town of Tempus Falls was the price she paid for having a mother who used to work black ops and crossed many dangerous people while she was doing it. Criminals had long memories and held grudges which could only be settled by torturing and killing the family of the person they held the grudge against, followed by the actual person.

Her mother and Pip would be supremely unimpressed Cate was the talk of the school for all the wrong reasons, yet again. There was definitely another long lecture on “blending in” and “staying under the radar” pending.

Black clouds wafted across the grey sky, blocking the winter sun before it had any chance to warm the chilly twilight air.

Cate hopped from one foot to the other as she craned her neck to see why the line remained stationary. “This must be the slowest-moving bus queue ever. Seriously, how hard is it for these people to pay the driver and find a seat?”

Eve nodded and rolled her eyes. “I never really got you and Zach. I mean he’s so popular and you’re…well…not. Which isn’t a bad thing. I love that we can be unpopular together, and firmly believe popularity is overrated.”

That made no sense. Cate’s handler had chosen Zach to groom as her boyfriend when she was relocated to Tempus Falls because he had no other friends. He was a sure thing because he wasn’t popular. After a carefully manufactured “good friend” relationship, Cate and Zach had moved to “officially dating” last year. Apparently, fifteen was the “right” age for her to acquire a boyfriend. “How exactly did Zach happen on this overnight popularity?” Cate asked her friend.

“And...delete contact!” Eve landed a vicious stab at her phone. “Zach is officially dead to me. You’re delusional, Sweetie. Zach’s been popular for as long as I can remember.”

“No! You’re joking, right?” Eve’s blank look confirmed the deviations were happening again.

They weren’t big things. Just little differences from day to day that only Cate could see. Zach had definitely not been popular yesterday, but today Eve believed he was popular and always had been. The small changes each day which everyone else, except Cate, remained oblivious to were starting to weird her out and that was saying something. Five years in witness protection had made her the Queen of Weird.

The line for the bus inched forward. “It’s like I’ve stepped into some alternate universe, and it totally blows,” said Cate.

Eve’s blue eyes narrowed. “You’re using a kinda whiny voice, which is really unattractive.” She shook her head at two girls who tried to push in and pointed to the end of the queue.

“Give me a break. I’ve been dumped by text and replaced by a perky cheerleader.” Cate absently twirled her long blonde hair. I may also slowly be going insane.

“And I get that you’re dealing with embarrassment on a totally epic scale.”

Cate gave Eve her best death glower as she dug her bus pass from her jacket pocket.

Eve grinned. “I see your emerald stare and raise you my sapphire glare.”

Cate fought back a smile as Eve returned her gaze. She was a little sad. Zach had been nice to her until the twerp dumped her by text. She was also definitely not looking forward to dealing with all the stares and whispers at school tomorrow. Then there were those rules. Her handler and mother were going to insist she made good on them all, so she needed another boyfriend, ASAP. The fact she may quite possibly be going insane wasn’t helping things.

“What the...?” Eve’s eyes widened. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out. The colour leeched from her honey-toned skin.

“What?” Cate automatically followed Eve’s gaze. A good few inches taller than her friend, she had an uninterrupted view of what had caught her attention.

“Um...Ah...” Eve mumbled.

A super tall boy who could have walked straight out of a Ralph Lauren advertisement with his distinct cheekbones and angular jaw made his way along the footpath toward them. He wore a loose, black silk shirt with leather cuffs and black trousers. His height grabbed Cate’s attention, and he got better looking the more she saw of him. The tousled griminess of his chocolate hair promised finesse in the most wicked of ways.

Women were suddenly attentive. Their eyes intense, heads high, and bodies alert, enthralled by the potent swirl of pheromones that trailed in his wake. He paused as he reached her. Cate tensed.

“Excuse me. Would you be so kind as to let me through?” he murmured.

Cate shrugged and stepped out of his path. “No worries.”

“Thank you so much.” He gave her a brief smile. 

She watched as he continued down the mall and disappeared around the corner. Cate was trained to remember faces. In the five years since she’d moved to Tempus Falls, she had never seen that face around. In this small town, an unfamiliar face, even a completely gorgeous one like that, put her on high alert. Her fingers tightened around her phone. She took a deep breath. There was no need to panic. She’d board the bus, and when she got home, check with her mum. Her mother received a complete background report on every new arrival to Tempus Falls.

“Come on, Eve. Let’s get on the bus and focus on how I’m going to survive tomorrow at school after the humiliation of being dumped by text.” Cate dug her elbow into Eve’s ribcage when she didn’t answer. “Hey!” Cate flapped her hand in front of her friend’s vacant stare. “Helloo!”

A prickle of apprehension scuttled up Cate’s neck. She stepped closer to Eve. When their noses were nearly touching, she stuck her tongue out. Nothing, nada, zip! Her friend seemed frozen, like a statue.

Turning in a circle, Cate’s uneasiness ratcheted up to fear. A woman was perched awkwardly with one leg on the ground, the other halfway out of the cab she was exiting. People were poised mid-step on the crosswalk, and a street performer, his mouth open, stood silently, frozen mid-song. The entire street resembled a photograph. All the people were still, petrified statues. An icy chill rippled across her skin. What was going on?

“H...H...Hello...” Her voice was barely audible. “Hello,” she shouted toward the black clouds overhead. Silence and stillness were the only things that answered. She placed a trembling hand on Eve’s red coat. The rise and fall of her friend’s chest confirmed she was alive. Out of the corner of her eye, Cate sensed movement.

Two hazy figures flickered like static, their grainy outlines solidifying with each purposeful stride through the unmoving crowd. Tendrils of fear coiled around Cate’s heart and squeezed. A girl and boy prowled into focus. She’d never seen them around Tempus Falls before either. Run! Run! Run! Her brain shrieked and then completely blanked. She couldn’t think of one thing she’d learned in the hours of training she’d had about dealing with potential threats and dangerous situations. Her feet were nailed to the ground with fear.

The two figures were close now. The girl’s black mermaid hair shimmered as she executed the perfect do-not-mess-with-me head toss. Instantly, Cate knew they would never be friends. Their genes were designed to repel one another, aggressively.

The girl reached the bus shelter and surveyed the unmoving crowd, hands on hips. Her tartan coat parted to reveal black velvet knee-high boots and crimson jeans. She turned to the boy and tapped her foot impatiently. “Constant vigilance, Austin. The Order may have operatives lurking.”

“If they’re unfrozen, they’re unfriendly. I get it.” Austin brushed a hand over his combat-short brown hair and slouched nonchalantly against the bus stop sign. He looked underdressed in his fleecy red and white checked shirt and denim jeans ripped through one knee. His fingers drummed the signpost as his eyes roamed the frozen crowd. “I know the drill.”

A determined ray of sunlight pierced the black clouds, spotlighting him at the exact moment he smiled. Even though totally freaked out, his killer smile registered with Cate. The voice of self-preservation spluttered through Cate’s panic, urging her to stay utterly still.

“Our priority is to confirm and nullify the threat. Following that, we’ll acquire the target. Let’s disarm this bomb, pronto.” Rose’s tone matched her head toss.

Bomb? Cate’s stomach contracted.

There must be a logical explanation to all this. Maybe she was being Punk’d. While that would explain Zach’s sudden popularity, it would never happen. Tempus Falls went crazy when there was a population explosion of one. Hiding an entire TV crew would be impossible. No one associated with the witness protection program had the slightest hint of a sense of humour. That included her mum.

Okay, no need to overreact. She tasted bile. Who was she kidding? Considering the bizarreness of the situation, overreaction was impossible. Cate wanted to run, but if she left Eve frozen in the street, that would make her the worst friend ever. As the self-proclaimed Queen of Weird, there was only one thing to do. She wove through the frozen people. “Um...excuse me.”

Two pairs of grey eyes gazed her way. Cate gasped when she saw the boy had three vivid crimson scars that traced down his cheek and a matching one that curled around his ear. The marks continued down his neck and disappeared under his shirt. It looked like something had swiped an enormous claw down his face. Her spark of bravado flickered and vanished.

“What the...?” Rose gave Cate a look that could cut a diamond.

Cate flinched and stepped backward. She offered no resistance as Austin skillfully placed her in a headlock, and twisted her arm behind her back.

“I’m going to go out on a limb and say she’s not a threat. If she is, she’s really poorly trained. I’m happy to knock her out if you think it’s necessary. Your call, Rose.” Austin released the pressure on Cate’s arm slightly.

“I’m...” Dryness edged down her throat, making speech impossible.

“You’re an annoyance. That’s what you are. Check her arm and then release her, Austin. We have twenty-seven minutes.” Rose stabbed an accusing finger at Cate. “You should be holding like everyone else for those twenty-seven minutes. I don’t remember a girl on the marked list at these coordinates back in two thousand and fourteen.” Rose pulled a piece of paper from her coat pocket. “No, definitely no girl. You don’t have a bizarre guy name, do you?”

Cate shook her head because her mouth refused to move. Rose’s upper-class British accent matched her English-rose complexion. She was Pilates lean and around six foot tall.

“You’re an unexpected complication, aren’t you?” The red slashes on Austin’s cheek glistened as he stepped toward Cate.

She took two rushed steps backwards. Austin wasn’t typically good looking or beautiful. He certainly wasn’t unattractive, though, and he had buckets of swagger. The calm, curious gleam in Austin’s eyes as he appraised her made her pulse spike. Rose had mentioned a target. Was she their target? Had her mother’s enemies found Cate again?

“I need to see your right arm. Slip your jacket off.”

Cate hesitated.

“Work with me, or I’ll knock you out and then check your arm. Either way makes no difference to me. What’s your name by the way?” Austin asked.

“Cate.” She shrugged off her jacket and swallowed the bile rising up her throat. Please don’t throw up. She was handling this like a total wimp. Show no fear, she chanted silently and angled her chin upward. All her hours of training had to count for something. If these two had been sent by one of her mother’s enemies to kidnap her again, Cate couldn’t let it happen without putting up a fight. “Don’t come any closer. I’m a black belt, and I will hurt you.”

“Black belt?” Austin took a long, deliberate step toward her and grasped her wrist to examine her arm. “You can put your jacket back on. She’s clean, Rose.” His grey eyes narrowed as he examined her face. “Do I know you?”

Not the response Cate expected. “Nope. I’m excellent with faces.”

“Whoa! Rain Man flashback. I’m sure you’re also an excellent driver. Does she look familiar to you, Rose?” Austin asked.

Rose circled Cate. “A five foot ten, big boned, flat-chested teenage girl, whose scraggly, blonde hair has cheap rainbow hair extensions.”

“So that’s a no,” Austin cut in.

Rose held up a finger. “I’m not finished. Freaky green eyes, freckles, and dressed, well...atrociously. I don’t know her.” With a tight smile, she returned to study her list.

Bitch. Cate had been so right; she could never be friends with her.

“Ignore Rose. Normally she reserves that type of venom for someone she’s had at least one previous encounter with. Clearly you’re special.”

All Cate’s training indicated kidnappers wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible. If she was being kidnapped again, it was going quite differently to the previous time. Obviously, everyone and everything wasn’t frozen last time, and Rose and Austin were chatty for potential kidnappers. When her mother’s enemies had Cate kidnapped before she went into witness protection, they threw a black bag over her head, shoved her onto the floor of a vehicle and took off. The men dressed in black who stormed Cate’s house at midnight were also sure who they were looking for. Rose and Austin seemed to be genuinely unaware who Cate was. So they were also pretty badly prepared compared to her last kidnappers.

“What intriguing little secrets are you hiding?” Austin’s eyes sparkled with mischief as he contemplated her.

A sonic boom and fireworks exploding at the end of the street saved Cate from responding. A ribbon of red streaked toward them. A monster silver and black motorbike slithered to a halt at her feet.

“Centimetre perfect! I’m so good, I scare myself,” the rider proclaimed, adjusting his headband as he kicked the foot stand down for the bike. The glare from his shimmering red jumpsuit made Cate’s eyes water. This guy’s mullet would have made Billie Ray Cyrus jealous.

Rose looked far from impressed with the newcomer. “Rafe, how lovely of you to finally join us. Nice low-key entry there. And you’ve gone for an understated look today, I see.”

“We’re in a time stop. How often does that happen? I’m going for bold.” Rafe flicked his red, sequined cape over his shoulder. “I would have worn fluffy earmuffs if I’d known it would be this cold. I have some that match this, you know.”

The new face of the ridiculously good-looking boy who had disappeared right before everyone had frozen still like statues was cause for concern. Cate had a nagging feeling he was somehow connected to this. Add the three new faces of Rose, Austin and Rafe, a sea of frozen people and all the other weird stuff, and that really took things to DEFCON 5. For once Cate was glad her angry young teen lurked so close to the surface. “What the hell is going on?” she yelled.
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The incredulous look on Rafe’s face and his dramatic gasp, made Cate hesitate. He flapped his hands toward her. “O-M-G! You should be frozen like all the other innocents.”

“Well, clearly I’m not frozen,” Cate said. “Somebody better start giving me some answers. Let’s begin with something simple. What’s an innocent?”

“You’re feisty!” Rafe grinned. “An innocent is an ordinary person. We just have a fancy name for them.”

“So if I’m an ordinary person, what does that make you three?” Cate asked.

“Obviously, we’re extraordinary.” Rafe ignored Cate’s fierce glare and spoke to Austin. “What’s her deal? Why hasn’t the time stop affected her?”

Austin shrugged. “I’d classify her as unusual but harmless.”

“And before you ask, she’s not on the list,” Rose said.

“Outrageous! Let me have a go at her.” Rafe scrambled off the motorbike.

Cate tensed and put up a guarding block. She manoeuvred so the three of them were in her line of sight.

“Careful, she’s a black belt.” Austin returned Cate’s glare with a cheery grin.

Rafe smiled big at her.

“Stay away from me,” Cate growled. How spooky; she could hear—well, more like sense—Rafe speaking, but his mouth wasn’t moving. Calm settled over her, which was far from normal, considering the situation. Her brain became sluggish, and her head clouded with fog.

Colours, shapes, and sounds blurred in her mind as if a heavy fog had settled over them. She flinched as Rafe’s face burst into view. The sharp focus of his features contrasted with the muted images now swirling behind him.

You won’t remember anything about us. Sit at the bus stop while we get this done.

Cate shifted her weight backwards, working against the fact that her feet wanted to walk toward the bus stop bench as Rafe instructed. Her brain told her feet to stay still, but they seemed to have a mind of their own. She pressed her knuckles to her closed eyelids, trying to relieve the pressure inside her skull. As quickly as it arrived, the fog inside her head vanished.

As Rafe reached for Cate, she blocked his arm. Her fist connected with his jawbone with a loud crack. Pain speared up her arm and exploded in her shoulder.

“Ouch!” Rafe stood his ground and shook his head.

A normal person would be sprawled at her feet, but Rafe had barely swayed. He was ridiculously strong for such a scrawny guy. Her injured arm now hung limp by her side, refusing to move no matter how much her brain demanded. “I told you—stay away.” She took a few deep breaths, willing herself not to cry.

“Ouch!” Rafe rubbed his jaw.

“That right hook must mean she’s immune to your talents as well as the time stop,” Rose said. “Ignore her and lift the bus.”

“I’m on it.” Rafe traipsed past Cate and hoisted the front of the bus off the road. Cate’s jaw fell open. The bus wheels now hung in the air. The people who had made it onboard toppled down the aisle like bowling pins. The bus creaked and groaned as Rafe lifted it higher.

“That is so not normal.” Too bewildered to resist when Rose shoved her toward Rafe, Cate complied. Pain burned in her damaged shoulder.

“Watch her.” Rose ducked under the bus with Austin.

“The intel was good. There’s a bomb attached to the back wheel with Jonah’s name written all over it,” Austin called from underneath.

Alarm prickled along Cate’s spine. There was a bomb under the bus. She wheeled around to run. Rafe’s fingers encircled her bicep in a vicelike grip before she could take a step.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Rafe smiled, relaxed as he stood, one hand gripping her arm while continuing to hold up the bus with the other.

Pain rolled through her shoulder as silver stars exploded behind her eyes. She clutched her injured shoulder, pleading silently for the pain to go away. “Let me go!” She clawed at Rafe with her good arm. Unable to pry his fingers from her arm, she turned and stepped into him, scraping her heel down his shin before grinding it into his foot.

He grunted with pain but didn’t let go of her or the bus. “Spirited little thing, aren’t you?” He shook her so hard she bit her tongue. “Stop it.”

Cate spat blood and deliberated her next move. She gave her shoulder a tentative roll. The pain had vanished.

Rose and Austin debated loudly under the bus about which wire to cut. “It’s this wire, Austin. I’ve forgotten more about bombs and how Jonah works than you’ve learned.”

“This is insane. You’re all insane,” Cate murmured.

“Go and secure the target, Rose. I can finish disarming Jonah’s bomb,” Austin said.

Cate tensed. Was she their target? Had these three been sent to kidnap her?

Rose emerged from under the bus. “Don’t drop that bus while Austin’s under there, Rafe.” She yanked Cate’s arm. “You, come with me.”

Waves of nausea rolled through Cate. She was their target. Her mother’s enemies had found her again.

Rafe grinned one of those lovesick puppy grins. “Nice work, Rose.”

The look Rose gave him would have made Medusa proud. “Hold that bus up until Austin finishes. I’ll find who the bomb was meant for.” Rose tapped her wrist, and a globe of light flickered, crackled, and disappeared with a hiss. She groaned. “Those holographs never work.”

Cate stumbled beside Rose as she strode along the bus queue. If Rose was looking for the target, it wasn’t her.

Rose glanced from a faded photograph to a thin man with straggly brown hair. “Well, hello there. Got him!”

“He’s their target?” Cate mumbled. Unless they saved him from being blown up and then kidnapped Cate, these guys weren’t here for her. Her heart sprinted. If she wasn’t going to be kidnapped and tortured, what was going on? After another sonic boom, a black sports car flickered like a holograph and then solidified at the end of the street. It hurtled their way.

“We’ve got company.” Rose squared her shoulders and stretched her neck from side to side. She shrugged off her jacket to reveal a fitted black singlet. The silver handles protruding from the knife sheaths strapped to her outer thighs glinted as she moved. “Rafe! We aren’t expecting any more friendlies are we?”

“Absolutely not. It’s only the three of us. That has to be a MOO.”

“Will you desist from using that stupid acronym for the Maligo Order operatives? It’s the Order. Plain and simple.” Rose jabbed her index finger at Cate. “Stay back and immobile. I’m sworn to protect all innocents, but in your case, I might make an exception.”

Cate’s eyes flitted around, searching for an escape path.

“Run...and I’ll let the guy heading our way catch you, kill you, whatever he wants,” Rose warned. “Innocent be damned.”

Cate stood dead still. Her cover was intact. These three weren’t here for her after all. She wasn’t so sure about whoever was in that car, though.

“Austin, have you disarmed that bomb yet?” Rose called.

“I’m working on it. Rafe, don’t you drop the bus while I’m under here. Fifty bucks says that’s Jonah heading our way.”

The car spun 180 degrees, screeching to rest inches from the bus shelter. The word Maserati gleamed in silver along the back. Cate coughed and spluttered as the stench of burning rubber and smoke stung her nostrils and throat. Rose remained impervious; her jaw set as she clenched and unclenched her fists.

As the car door opened, Cate rocked forward, wary, but still curious. An ultra tall guy stepped out. It was the Ralph Lauren model from earlier. Now, “dangerous” flashed like a neon sign through her mind. A lock of his perfectly tousled hair fell over his forehead as he stalked toward Rose. An attack of uncontrollable shivers hit Cate.

“Greetings, Jonah,” Rose said. “You’ve arrived in time to thank us for disarming your bomb.”

“If I want a bomb to explode, it does.” Jonah shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. “I see you’re showing off that super strength again, Rafe. Holding up a bus won’t impress Rose. Take it from someone who knows, she’s not worth it. You might also want to rethink your outfit. I’m getting a strong Little Red Riding Hood vibe from it.”

“And you might want to rethink your traitorous decision to defect to the Order.” Rafe hissed. “You’re a disgrace.”

The ferocious look on Jonah’s face made Cate shudder.

“Boys, let’s call it even on the poor choices.” Rose tapped her chin. “It makes no sense you’re here again, Jonah. Why would someone so confident in their abilities return to the scene of the crime? There must be more to your mission than planting a bomb to kill a budding nuclear physicist extraordinaire.”

“You’re assuming that’s my bomb,” Jonah said.

“I saw him here earlier. He could have been planting the bomb then.” Cate tensed when Jonah turned her way.

“And who do we have here?” His grey eyes glittered with menace. “One of yours, Rose?”

“No. A random and quite bothersome innocent who I ordered to stay still and quiet.” Rose rolled her eyes. “But, maybe she’s important to you?”

With two quick strides, Jonah was close enough for Cate to feel his warm breath on her hair. She hugged herself in an attempt to control her shivers. He trailed a thumb along her jaw and wrapped his fingers around her throat. The leather from his shirt cuff was cool against her skin. “We’ll laugh about this in a few years, I promise,” he breathed near her ear.

Her knees buckled and the ground lurched as he applied pressure to her throat. She gagged and black spots exploded behind her eyelids. Her fingers raked at his hand and her boot made a resounding thud against his shin.

“Feisty.” Jonah tightened his grip.

Cate thrashed, her eyes pleading for Rose to help.

“I told you I’d let him have you if you failed to follow my orders. I’m a woman of my word,” Rose said with a tight smile.

Austin came out from underneath the bus as Cate gurgled an indecipherable, “Help me.”

He surveyed the scene and bolted towards Cate. “Let her go!”

Jonah released her seconds before Austin reached them. She staggered as her legs crumpled. The rough surface of the road stung her knees like a shower of hot needles. She coughed and rasped some quick breaths.

“You...you...dick!” Cate sputtered. It was lame, but it was all she could come up with.

“Ouch, that cuts me up.” A predatory smile tilted the corners of Jonah’s mouth.

“What’s your deal?” Austin glared at Rose and hoisted Cate to her feet. His fingers dug into her bicep as he stopped her from collapsing again.

“Settle. She’s fine,” Rose said.

“No thanks to you.” Austin pointed to Jonah. “Does taking an innocent’s life mean so little to you now?”

Jonah moved toward Austin. “Watch yourself.”

Rose stepped between the boys and separated them with her arms. “Put your hackles down, or I’ll knock you both on your butts. Austin’s disarmed the bomb, and we’ve secured your intended target.” She held up a picture of the skinny man with the long straggly hair who remained frozen in the bus queue. “This nuclear genius is all set to live another day, as history intended. So let’s all return to our separate corners. This round is ours, Jonah.”

“Actually, I didn’t disarm the bomb,” Austin said. “Someone disarmed it remotely. My money’s on you, Jonah. There’s no doubt you put it there. Now you turn up and hey presto, it’s disarmed. The timing’s too coincidental. I think you came back to abort your mission.”

The air shimmered, and a few of the frozen people twitched then became still again. “There’s your two-minute warning.” Jonah walked to the Maserati and leaned against the door. He shouted something, and then he and the car melted from view.

Cate’s mouth gaped. “What’s with the appearing and disappearing into thin air?”

“It’s what we do.” Austin’s eyes swept back and forth across the sea of frozen faces. They narrowed as he contemplated someone for a moment before recommencing his scrutiny. The thick red scars down the side of his face and neck glistened as he moved. “You know it’s rude to stare?” He smiled a superior little smile.

“Don’t flatter yourself.” She met his eyes for a few seconds with the most defiant stare she could muster and then looked everywhere but at him.

“Killer punch, by the way. Cate, was it?” Austin’s eyes continued to rove the sea of frozen faces.

“What?” Cate asked.

“With Rafe before, that was an impressive punch. Someone’s teaching you well.”

“Umm...thanks.” What else could she say? If none of them were here for her, what had she stumbled into?

Austin drummed his fingers on his thigh. “I’m concerned Jonah came back to abort his mission. That’s unheard of. It’s never happened before. What could possibly make him do that?”

“Everyone’s coming round,” Rose said. “We’ve disarmed the bomb and the target is safe. We’re done here.”

“We might be done with this mission, but I think we’re far from done here.” Austin scratched his head and assessed Cate from head to toe. “What shall we do with you?”
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Cate traced the scars on her palms as she deliberated her next words. “I’m excellent at keeping secrets. I’m also fabulous at denial. We could pretend this never happened.” She blasted Rafe with an overly bright smile. Her ability to use sarcasm at such an inappropriate moment surprised even her.

Rafe let out a long breath. “We have three options. Take her with us or leave her here.”

“That’s only two.” Austin scrutinised the frozen crowd who now twitched as a blanket of shimmering air swirled through them.

“The third one is to kill her...obviously.” Rafe made his way to the motorbike he had arrived on.

Cate raised her hand out of habit. “I vote for leaving me here.”

“Oh shut up! No one cares what you vote for.” Rose gracefully climbed on the motorbike behind Rafe. “There will be no killing or taking Cate anywhere. I don’t see any risk. No one will believe her if she talks. Austin, you depart first. Rafe and I will follow.”

No one was more surprised than Cate that Rose agreed with her. She would have put money on Rose happily voting for and also doing the killing.

Austin stared at Cate. “I was leaning towards taking you with us, but Rose is far more impartial about these things, so we’ll go with her plan. It’ll come to me how I know you. Naitanui!” He melted from view.

Relief washed over Cate. This was nearly over and it didn’t look like she was going to die or be kidnapped. “That is one freaky disappearing trick you guys have going on. What did Austin say? Naita...what?”

“It’s not a what. It’s a who.” Rafe smiled big. “Nat – in – oo – ee. He’s the fearless leader of the Midnight Society.”

Rafe and Rose called the same Naitanui name, and then flickered and vanished as well.

With a flurry of movement and noise, people recommenced going about their business.

Eve looked puzzled. “Why are you over there? Check out this god-like guy, hey! There was a smoking hot boy walking toward us a minute ago. I can’t see him anywhere now. Did you see him?”

Cate dashed over to her friend. “Oh yes, I saw him.”

Time had literally stopped for Eve while she was frozen. She was oblivious to all that had gone on.

Eve grinned. “He would be an outstanding replacement for Zach.”

“What happened to me not needing a boyfriend because I’ve got such a fabulous friend in you?”

“Now you’re being overly sensitive. I’ll refrain from any further hot guy alerts. This bus queue goes on forever. Let’s lash out and share the cab that woman just got out of. My treat.” Eve marched toward the road. “You look pale. The cab can drop you at your house and then continue to my place. It’s seven p.m. now, so I should be sitting at my desk powering through my mountain of homework by seven-thirty, after allowing for a ten-minute power snack.”

The silence in the cab as they headed home gave Cate time to reflect on the craziness of the last half hour.

“You should go wild and dress in a colour other than black once in a while,” Eve interrupted Cate’s thoughts. “It’s very goth.”

“What? Oh!” She glanced at her black leggings, top, and felt jacket. “You wear enough colour for the both of us!”

Eve smoothed her red tulle skirt, dotted with silver stars. Her black tights finished just above her cherry-red lace-up boots. Her outfits always reminded Cate of that eclectic mix five-year-olds wore when they couldn’t decide if they wanted to be a tomboy or ballerina, or whether to go with patterned or plain. They went with a bit of everything.

“I wear black because everything else clashes with my hair.” She braced her arm against the seat as the cab skidded to a stop.

“That’s a whole other fashion discussion. The weekends seem to fly by. I’ll see you at school tomorrow for another fun-filled week of education. Try to enjoy the rest of your Sunday evening.”

“You too. Thanks again, for coming to help me deal with getting dumped, Eve. You’re an awesome best friend.”

“Yes, I am. Zach’s not worth another second of your time, you know.”

“I know.” The familiar guilt at being unable to tell her friend about the witness protection program smacked her in the gut. Eve had been the only person who’d befriended her when she’d arrived in Tempus Falls. She’d been impressed when Cate accidentally broke Zach’s nose on her first day at school. He’d snuck up on her and she was already on edge. It was a total accident. A shared passion for peanut M&Ms made Eve and Cate instant best friends.

Cate slammed the cab door and pushed the gates under the rose-covered arbour so hard that they bounced back and smacked her knees as she hurried through. The wooden boards creaked as she powered up the front steps and the security lanterns flooded the porch with light. Goosebumps rippled across her skin as she wrestled the key into the lock.

Cate shouldered the blue door open and stepped into the dark house. The short hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She swiped her hand over the light switches. The bright light slowed her heartbeat marginally. With a cheery wave and forced smile for Eve, she closed the door. Her blasé front crumpled as the cab vanished.

She screeched when her phone beeped.

PIP: “YOU R LATE!”

Cate slid down the wall and sat on the cold terracotta tiles, waiting for her heart to stop threatening to come out of her mouth. Instead of physically meeting Pip, her handler, each day, Cate was required to check in daily by text to confirm all was well at 6:00 p.m. She hadn’t done it yet today. Pip had been her security detail since arriving in Tempus Falls. Initially, her cover had been as a nanny to help Cate’s mother. Now Pip’s cover was working at the detention centre Cate’s mother was in charge of.

Her fingers hovered over the phone. Should Cate text the distress code or feign business as usual? If she used the distress code, an army of men dressed in black would arrive in thirty minutes to whisk her off to a classified location while they arranged another identity for her. She didn’t love her life but certainly didn’t want to have to start all over again in a different town.

Her phone beeped again.

PIP: “YOU HAVE 60 SEC TO RESPOND”

With her mum and brother at their Sunday bowling league, Cate was entering an empty house, so it wasn’t surprising Pip was watching their residence tonight. The people at the bus stop didn’t hurt her. It was highly improbable she would ever see them again. Cate decided to go with the standard text, which indicated all was fine.

CATE: “HOME WITH BREAD AND MILK”

PIP: “? YOUR DAY”

CATE: “FINE” She replied and held her breath.

PIP: “MINE UNEVENTFUL”

Surprisingly, the news of her recently single status hadn’t reached Pip. An eerie quiet filled the house. Cate deleted the text conversation, pounded up the steps into her bedroom and leapt the last few feet onto the bed. If ever a monster were going to reach out from under the bed and grab her feet, it would be today.

She clicked the bedside lamp on and hugged her pillow to her chest. The tin roof popped and creaked. Her heart raced remembering the last time the men kidnapped her. Cate rubbed the burn scars on her palms as the sickening smell of burning flesh and her father’s cries of agony crashed through her head.

Her phone beeped again.

PIP: “SO YOU’RE SINGLE NOW...”

Of course, Pip knew Zach dumped her. She’d probably known before Cate. If there were a middle-finger emoticon, she would have replied with it. She needed to think things through. It was only 7.30 but the safest place to contemplate everything was in her bed. She was two floors up, and there was only one door and one window to secure. After yanking off her Doc Martens and clothes, she jiggled into her satin boxer shorts and T-shirt.

The iron bed creaked as she scooted under the bedcovers. She had nearly been blown up by a bomb which Jonah planted and then subsequently disarmed. He had every opportunity to strangle her or snap her neck but didn’t. Austin, Rose and Rafe could have killed her or kidnapped her but, again, chose not to. Could it possibly be that she was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time? Was it all one giant hallucination? That would mean it was a real possibility she had suffered a complete mental breakdown. What else could explain the frozen crowd at the bus stop and the vanishing people?

Her eyes shifted between the window, hidden behind the heavy gold curtains, and the bedroom door. The need to brush her teeth wasn’t enough to make her walk up the dark corridor to the bathroom. In the movies, things never ended well when people walked along dark corridors. Cate would have an early night and keep her bedside light on. She flinched as something scraped against the window. Her knuckles shone white as she gripped her blankets tighter with every creak or scrape.
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Jonah went over his unenviable mission as he made his way along the stone path to the bungalow. He collected his thoughts and knocked firmly. The door opened a few minutes later, and a stocky teenage boy with girlish blond Victorian ringlets looked Jonah up and down.

“Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want it.”

Jonah smiled and held out his hand. “It’s Zach? Right?”

Zach blinked a few times and reluctantly shook Jonah’s hand. “Do I know you?”

“I’m Jonah. Your parents gave me specific instructions to take you out for dinner on Sunday night to ensure you ate one proper meal during their absence.”

Zach’s eyes narrowed. “Thanks, but I’ve already eaten. The housekeeper left me dinner. She’s actually a way better cook than Mum, so I’m eating better than ever.”

“You don’t want me to get in trouble with your mother do you? I’ve just handed in my thesis for her to grade.”

“If Mum asks, I’ll tell her we had dinner and you paid the bill.”

Zach tried to close the door but Jonah lodged his foot firmly between it and the door frame. “We can do this the hard way or the easy way.”

Full of bravado, Zach smashed the door against Jonah’s foot. After three failed attempts to crush the foot which was stopping the door from closing, Zach’s face contorted with anger. “Get off my porch or I’ll call the police.”

“Your new-found popularity comes with a price. I’m here to collect.”

Zach shuffled his feet, instantly wary. “What are you talking about?”

“We both know that yesterday you weren’t on anyone’s friend list, but today everyone is clambering for your attention. You dumped your girlfriend because a cheerleader paid you some attention.”

“She’s a hot cheerleader and I think she’ll put out. My ex-girlfriend was never going to let me go there. The only reason for having a girlfriend is to get lucky, so it was a no-brainer.” Zach hesitated and seemed to contemplate his next words. “If I had suddenly become popular overnight, why do you think that would be?”

“I think a wizard cast a popularity charm on you. They must have been a powerful one because they clearly didn’t have much to work with.” Jonah pushed the door open and sent Zach stumbling into the hallway.

“Look. I don’t know what psych ward you’ve escaped from, but I’m done with this conversation. There’s no such thing as wizards.” Zach fumbled in his pocket. His hand shook as he wrenched his phone out.

“What about time travellers? Do you believe in them?”

“No. Why don’t you tootle off and find me a wizard and a time traveller. Then we can all go out for dinner.” Zach’s fingers were trembling so much he couldn’t hit the right buttons to call for help. 

“I’ll do better than that.” Jonah knocked the phone from Zach’s hand and grabbed his shoulders. “I’ll show you both. Mortez!” Their surroundings started to spin, and Zach’s terrified screams tore through the air.

Jonah re-adjusted his hold. “It’ll be over in a few minutes. Just breathe.” The silence which followed and the dead weight of Zach’s body confirmed he’d either fainted or died.
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A gruesome scene greeted Jonah on arrival to the Maligo Order command room as he placed a hand on Zach’s chest to confirm he was still breathing. A dead body lay on the floorboards, which glistened with blood. The antique chairs on one side of the mahogany desk were upended. Mortez, the leader, had apparently shown her displeasure after the failed mission at the bus stop. Fear was how she maintained control. Failure equated to death. If that happened, the person could only hope it came as swiftly as possible.

Mortez, her short, spiky blonde hair not even mussed, crouched over a second lifeless body. She wiped a bloodied knife on the dead man’s shirt. “Put these two with the fire ants, and then bring me the prisoners,” she commanded.

An unconscious Zach remained oblivious as Mortez ran a cursory hand down his neck to check for a pulse. “Well, Jonah, I see you managed to get this waste of space here alive. To say I’m unhappy with your unsuccessful mission at the bus stop would be the understatement of my existence. I sent you to execute a nuclear physicist who would accumulate his fortune selling handheld nuclear weapons to terrorists, but he’s still alive.”

Mortez prowled over to Jonah. Her fingernails sliced his chin as she gripped his throat and hoisted him off the floor. She squeezed his windpipe between her fingers, giving him the weird sensation of drowning while on dry land. His air-starved lungs would surely disintegrate soon. Her hot breath licked his cheek as she stroked his face, fingernails drawing blood with each caress. “Your failure to kill your target is unacceptable. You know what happens next.” She flung Jonah to the floor.

He dragged himself to his knees, watching helplessly as Mortez returned to Zach and slapped his cheek until he opened his eyes. A look of pure terror clouded Cate’s ex-boyfriend’s face as he thrashed like a terrified wild animal.

“Settle down.” Mortez held firmly to Zach’s wrists. “Don’t make me get the restraints out.”

Freezing, Zach searched the room. His eyes rested on Jonah. “You! What did you do to me? I thought I was going to be boiled alive. Where am I?”

“Welcome to two thousand and seventeen, Zach,” Mortez said.

“What?” Zach became still. “That’s impossible. You’re saying I’ve travelled through time to the year two thousand and seventeen? I’m in the future?”

“Yes. You’ve travelled to the future,” Mortez said.

Tears poured down Zach’s cheeks as he resumed his attempts to free himself. “Who are you people? What do you want?”

Mortez smiled. “I have something special for you to do.”

“I’m not doing anything for you! Let me go.” Zach clawed at Mortez’s hands.

Three people with their hands tied behind their backs were frog-marched into the room by the guards: a middle-aged couple and a young girl, their faces chalk grey. The child remained still while the couple fought against their bonds and the guards restraining them. Their eyes were wide with terror. Jonah didn’t know their names, but he knew they were relatives. Whenever he failed on a mission, regardless of the reason, Mortez executed one person from his family. As witnessed by the number brought in, she was furious.

Mortez snapped upright from the thrashing Zach. “I need someone to restrain this poor excuse for a human being.”

A guard hurried over to do as requested, and Mortez strutted to where Jonah’s family stood. The young girl trembled as the leader of the Maligo Order placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Eyes on me, Jonah,” Mortez demanded in a terrifying whisper. Menace shimmered from every pore as she snapped her fingers. “You too, Zach. This is like my pitch for why it’s in your best interests to do as I ask.”

Jonah stared, horrified at the inevitable, yet unable to look away as she moved behind the girl, who began to sob uncontrollably. The other two prisoners wrenched against the guards, shrieking for Mortez to release them. 

“Stop,” Jonah cried as he struggled to his feet. “Your fight is with me. They’re innocents. Surely, our first priority has to be to protect them if at all possible. That one is just a child. Kill me. Torture me. Not them.”

Mortez tilted her head, contemplating Jonah. “You’re my finest warrior and of no value to me dead. Innocents are disposable. These three will pay for your failure today as so many of your relatives have before them. The consequences are severe to ensure my soldiers make the necessary sacrifices for the greater good when required.”

The leader of the Order moved past the child and placed her hands on either side of the female prisoner’s neck. The man’s shrieks turned to desperate pleas for Mortez to show mercy. Silent tears streamed down the woman’s face. After a bone-crushing crack, she crumpled to the floor. Zach and the child screamed hysterically, while the male prisoner howled like a wounded animal. There was a sharp crack and his cries abruptly ended.

The child’s knees sagged, her eyes rolling back into her head. She was unconscious when Mortez grasped her. A third sickening crack rang out, and she dropped the girl carelessly where she stood. In less than a minute, Mortez had snapped each of the prisoners’ necks with the precision and skill that came from years of training.

“Hear this well, Jonah.” Mortez pointed to the dead bodies. “More will die each time you fail a mission. However, should you not right the potentially devastating effects of this failed mission, regardless of how fine a warrior you are, I will reach into your chest and pull out your beating heart.”

Zach’s screams tapered off into hiccupping sobs, his terror-filled eyes focused on Mortez in disbelief.

There was nothing friendly about the smile on her face as she addressed Zach. “And now, back to the special job I have for you.”
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Half asleep and panicked, Cate tripped over her bedside table as she sprang out of bed. Her alarm clock and the only photo she had with her dad tumbled to the floor when she smacked her knee on the corner. She stomped hard on the blaring clock which had startled her. Xavier, her little brother, took great pleasure sneaking into her room and setting it to maximum beep. He was so dead.

Shattered after a night filled with more tossing and turning than sleep, Cate rubbed her temples and waited for her heart to move out of her mouth and back to her chest. Her fear of someone creeping around the house last night had morphed into a repetitive, gruesome nightmare where the teens from the bus stop turned up at her school. Rafe rampaged through the corridors on his motorbike throwing grenades into classrooms, while she giggled as Rose—that name was etched in her brain forever—gave her a makeover. All the while Jonah, the Ralph Lauren model, lounged in the corner of the library, dressed like a 1950s gangster, playing cards with Austin. Each time Austin’s scars started to drip blood Cate had woken with a start, drenched in sweat.

A migraine threatened behind her left eye as images from the bus stop bombarded her brain. Her heart sputtered and sprinted. No. She would repress those memories or die trying.

She drank in the silence smashing the clock had achieved, but now her foot throbbed. With a grimace, she lifted her foot for a closer inspection. A drop of crimson blood rolled off her heel and seeped into the shag-pile rug. She hopped around, searching for her mobile phone amongst the mess on the floor. The text message from Zach stared back at her. What a loser!

“WHERE R U?” she texted Eve, stabbing the keys and muttering some choice words about Zach and his miraculous overnight transformation. She hobbled to the bathroom, phone in hand, and carefully balanced it on the pedestal basin. Her phone beeped.

EVE: “ON BUS. U OK?”

CATE: “YEP” she lied.

She glanced in the art-deco mirror, ripped the coloured braids from her blonde hair and twisted it into a high bun. She had an extension for every colour tae kwon do belt she’d passed, plus pink and purple ones because they were pretty. She clipped a small green bow under her bun. The dress code at Socrates Private School required students with hair longer than their chin to tie it back from their face, and only natural hair colour that didn’t draw undue attention was permitted. The principal at Socrates Private School was pedantic about enforcing the school dress code.

Her foot had stopped throbbing, so she gave it a quick twist on the white bath mat to remove any blood that might still be lurking and chanced a peek. “What the...?” She examined her foot from different angles. No blood, no cut, not even a mark. Did she imagine her injury?

“Cate, breakfast,” her mum called. “You’ll be late.”

She bolted to her bedroom, tearing her school uniform from hangers and wrenching it on. Where was her left shoe? She dropped onto her hands and knees and scanned the floor.

“Ah-ha!” She crawled under her bed and retrieved the offending item.

“Now you are late,” her mum bellowed.

Crap! She tugged on her socks and shoes as she hopped down the stairs.

Her mum stood at the bottom. “Are you okay, Sweetheart?”

“I’m fine.”

Her mum touched Cate’s forehead. “You worried me, being in bed so early last night. You look pale. Is this about Zach?”

Cate groaned. “You know about that?”

“Pip texted me and a post on Instagram with him and Brittany pinged on the social media facial recognition report.”

“Are you expecting any new arrivals in town?” Cate kept her eyes fixed on the floor.

“I haven’t been notified of any.” Her mother brushed her arm. “Has something else happened?”

Cate shook her head. “No. I was just thinking out loud about the boyfriend situation.” Her mum definitely suspected something.

“You know the rules.” Her mum shrugged. “You require a boyfriend and a close friend as a minimum to stay under the radar. You have a week to find a new boyfriend. Loners don’t blend in. They draw too much attention to themselves. The safest approach is to hide in plain sight.”

Cate rolled her eyes. “Plenty of strong women go years without a man. Look at you.”

“I’m not a teenager. You can always find three more friends instead of a new boyfriend.”

Like that was going to happen. “Did anyone ever stop to think I might be more noticeable if I jump straight from one guy to another?”

“Lower your voice. Your brother will hear.”

Cate envied the fact Xavier was oblivious to the witness protection arrangement. He thought they moved because their parents separated and mother got a job opportunity too good to refuse in Tempus Falls. He was only eight when they left Australia and never questioned the overnight move. “It makes me look desperate and is guaranteed to create an enormous amount of unflattering rumours.”

Her mother smiled. “What about one of the Winthrop boys?”

Cate’s mum was talking about the three teenage boys from Winthrop Juvenile Detention Centre of which she was the principal. Good behaviour had earned each of them community-based rehabilitation. They spent each day at the detention centre and the rest of the time at Cate’s home under the supervision of her mother. The three boys each had their own bedrooms in Cate’s pool house and they ate dinner and breakfast with her and her family. When her mother said jump, these three asked how high. “That’s never going to happen.”

“It was just a suggestion. I don’t make the rules. Find yourself a new boyfriend or they’ll find one for you.”

“I got dumped by text. Cut me a little slack.” She stomped to the kitchen and sat on a stool at the counter to eat.

“All dressed up today, Mum. You look nice,” her brother, Xavier, said. “Doesn’t she look nice, Sis?”

“Um...” Cate wiggled her foot inside her shoe. It didn’t hurt at all. Xavier was right; pale pink suited her mother. “Yes, you look good. You should wear that colour more often. The grey trim matches your eyes.”

“Thanks.” Her mum pushed one side of her perfectly bobbed black hair behind her ear. Her pale complexion and fine features were so different from Cate’s and Xavier’s sun-kissed skin sprinkled with freckles.

Should Cate bring up her there-one-minute-gone-the-next cut foot? Nope. It was way more feasible that she was half asleep and dreamed she cut her foot than it had miraculously healed.

Xavier pointed at the clock. “The boys are waiting in the car for you, Mum. They keep to their schedule with military precision.”

“That schedule is a small price for them to pay to keep the privileges they’ve been given. Never underestimate what a person will do for freedom.” Her mum kissed Cate and Xavier on her way out of the house.

“Xavier...” Cate stared at her brother. Nope, no way she was confiding in him. Her brain whirred for something to say. “Don’t you think it’s weird Zach’s all popular now?”

“Zach’s always been cool. Dumping you—smart move.”

“He hasn’t always been cool.” She banged her spoon on the kitchen bench. The bus stop was the most terrifying experience ever. The bizarre foot thing was freaking her out, and the deviations she saw like everyone else thinking Zach had always been popular when he hadn’t been, was plain irritating.

Xavier grinned. “You’re such a loser! You just make up things. Like on Thursday, when you insisted we hadn’t always had a blue SUV and owned a golden retriever.”

She glowered at Xavier, whose green eyes, so like hers, sparkled back at her. His blond, wavy hair had a distinct boy-band vibe with the long fringe. There had been quite a few days she’d woken up to a world which had changed overnight. Only she saw the deviations. Everyone else was oblivious to them.

“You raced into the kitchen screaming a stranger had tried to abduct you when it was the next door neighbour wanting you to get in her car so she could take you to school like she does every Thursday.” Xavier grinned. “That’s my favourite freaky Cate moment. And there have been a few.”

“Hilarious.” Cate hadn’t recognised the car, the driver or anyone else inside. She ran into the house screaming someone was attempting to abduct her. She’d even sent a distress text to Pip. Her mother cancelled the distress text and then drove her to school, calmly telling her everyone made mistakes.

“So, you’re like a super loser now Zach’s given you the flick?” Xavier said.

How was she going to deal with everyone at school knowing she’d been dumped by text? She gave Xavier her most dangerous stare and cracked her knuckles. He stood his ground for three seconds before bolting.

“Muuumm, Cate’s threatening to use her overrated black belt skills on me,” he yelled through the open door into the garage.

“Cate,” her mother’s stern voice called back.

Damn it. Her mum was still home.

“Those skills are for protection, not terrorising your brother. Or your ex-boyfriend.”

Cate glowered at the open doorway. It was like her mum could read minds. What good were badass black belt moves if she never got to use them?

Xavier’s blond head popped back around the door and she speared her spoon at him. He dodged it.

“Not even close! I’m getting a ride with Mum.” He flashed in, snatched his backpack from the bench and slammed the door behind him.

A few minutes later, the door re-opened. “Xavier, step inside and I promise to break all your fingers and maybe an arm.” Now spoonless, she slurped the last of her cereal straight from the bowl.

“Take your best shot, Black Belt Cate.”

Her bowl slipped through her fingers, splashing her breakfast over her face and school uniform. There she sat, milk dripping from her chin, looking at Austin standing in her kitchen. She pinched herself hard, adding a twist for good measure, and squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, he was still there. Her stomach lurched and her heartbeat surged.

“I’m Austin. I don’t think we officially met yesterday.”

“I know your name.” She resisted the urge to poke him and check that he was real. “Did you just break into my house?” Way to interrogate an intruder.

“The door was unlocked, so technically I didn’t break in.” The light flashed against his scars. He wore them with such self-assurance, not so much as a glimmer of insecurity. His grey eyes danced with laughter as his mouth turned up in a crooked smile, which took some of the edge off his brutally short hair.

She collected her scattered thoughts. “You’re trespassing. Get your stalker self out of my kitchen.” Adrenalin surged through her veins. She sat extra straight, with her muscles tense, preparing to defend herself or make a quick exit if it was required. 

“Put your hackles down.” Austin patted her shoulder.

She leapt off her stool and put as much distance between them as possible. “Touch me again and I will break all your fingers and an arm for good measure. Get out!”

“I’ll consider myself on notice.” He sat on the kitchen counter and swung his legs, tapping out a tune with his hands on the bench top. “How’re you holding up after yesterday?”

“I’ve already moved on.” She wiped cereal and milk from her face, eyeing her mobile on the counter near Austin, and the house phone behind him.

“Didn’t plan that too well, did you?” Austin waved her mobile in the air. “I’m pretty sure to call for help, you need a phone.”

She snatched at the mobile, but he was quicker.

“Let’s see what you’ve told your friends.” He tapped in a password and smiled. “Got it in one. You texted Eve this morning and...ouch! Dumped by text! Want me to beat him senseless?”

“Nope.” If anyone pummelled Zach, it would be her. She held out her hand. “Give me my phone and leave, or I’ll scream the house down.”

“Would that be before or after you make good on your threats to render me helpless with assorted broken bones?”

What a smart ass. “After, so I can watch you writhe in agony while I make the call.”

“To show I’m the bigger person, I’ll wait outside. We’ll chat on the way to school. Maybe I can help you get even with, um...” Austin checked her phone and placed it on the counter. “Zach.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you, and I certainly don’t need your help. Save us both some time and leave.”

“I’ve got plenty of time. I like you better with the rainbow hair, by the way.”

Even with his face turned away, Cate knew he was smirking. She slammed and dead bolted the door after him. It was more to make a statement than for protection. There was no way she was going to let Austin or anyone else ruin the life she had now. Her next move was critical.
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Cate scanned the front yard for potential threats. Austin seemed to be alone. It was a tad insulting that anyone would think they could successfully acquire her with just one operative. A relaxed Austin was rocking some tattered jeans and a fleecy blue and black checked shirt. His rolled up sleeves revealed a list of blue numbers tattooed down the inside of his bicep. He was also tall. Not as tall as the Ralph Lauren model, Jonah, but over six foot and...oh crap! He was watching her check him out.

“I told you to leave.” She dug in her backpack and retrieved her phone.

“But you didn’t mean it.”

“Yes, I did.” She took the five steps at the front of the house in one stride. “I’m calling the police.”

Austin jumped over the handrail and landed soundlessly. “I’m not here to hurt you. I can help you put loser, Jack—”

“It’s Zach.”

“Fine, put loser, Zach, in his place. I would have had my way with you by now if I was going to.”

“Clearly, you overestimate your abilities. You didn’t even know about Zach before you turned up. I don’t know why you’re here, but I don’t want your help. I want nothing to do with you and your freaky friends. Stop following me or I’ll call the police.” She hurried down the path, glancing over her shoulder before crossing the road.

Austin sat on the steps to her house and gave a big friendly wave. She checked her watch and sped up. Hating herself for doing it, she stole another look back. He was gone.

“Hello,” Austin said, his voice close to her ear.

“Ahhh...” She glowered at him. “What’s your deal? The whole world stops. Your little gang appear out of thin air, you disarm a bomb, someone attempts to strangle me and then everyone vanishes again. Now you’re stalking me. What the hell?”

“Most of that was magic, plain and simple. All the normal people froze in the time stop, but not you. I want to know why you saw everything. What makes you different?”

Now he was trying to piss Cate off. “Magic?”

“Ah-huh.”

“Fine. Play your stupid games. Just count me out.” She checked her watch again. “I’m going to be late.”

“I’ll come with. That way the police will know exactly where to find me.” Austin started an instantly annoying tuneless whistle.

“Mess with me, and you’ll wish I’d called the police.”

“I consider myself fairly warned.”

Cate contemplated her next move as she hurried towards school. “So, this whole surreal experience, how insane does it make me?” she asked.

“Define surreal.”

“The magical frozen people, ridiculous strength, vanishing people...” She ticked them off on her fingers. “I mean, how real can they be?”

“They’re all as real as me. Want to touch?” He wriggled his fingers at her.

She kicked a few tufts of grass to buy time. “Pass.”

“Has anyone in your family ever mentioned anything about wizard blood or mutant wizards?”

She gave him a filthy look.

“It was a long shot.” Austin walked in silence. He went to say something a few times, but shook his head and thought better of it. “I’ll give you a heads-up with Rafe. If you think the word ‘vomit’ hard enough, he throws up.”

“Stop! I don’t want to know any more about you and your magic. You aren’t a super smart kid who graduated high school at ten and then medical school at thirteen, who works undercover at schools befriending at-risk teens and using your psychiatric degree to lock them up, are you?”

“What?” Austin looked puzzled.

“Never mind.” She was thinking of 21 Jump Street, but with doctors. Her mum watched reruns incessantly and Cate liked to point out the tragic fashion sense and ogle a young Johnny Depp, who was hot for an old guy, and had been super hot when he was young, even with his daggy hair.

Austin’s tuneless whistle was akin to nails down a blackboard. She halted, contemplating her options. “Right—I’m pretty sure I’m on the edge of a complete mental implosion; regardless, I’ll go there. I cut my foot this morning and the injury vanished. Like magic.”

“Interesting. First time that’s ever happened?”

“Strangely, yes.”

“You’re perfectly sane. Don’t sweat it. I’ll hang around and investigate. Do you want to hear my ideas for Zach? We could kill two birds with one stone.”

“I’d prefer if we forgot the whole thing and you left me alone.” Loose rocks crunched under her feet as they passed the back entrance to her school.

“That’s not going to happen. So, I’ve got two ideas. I could beat Zach to a bloody pulp.”

“I can do that without any help from you,” Cate said.

“That’s a whole other argument for another day. My second idea is we can pretend to be an item and make him insane with jealously.”

“Desperate much? Not likely.” Her mum’s reminder that she needed a new boyfriend rolled around in her head. Nothing in the rules said it had to be real, only believable. Austin and her pretending to be an item would tick that box. “Why do you want to help me?”

“Because I’m a great guy and like to keep busy.”

“What complete crap. My brain aches from all this weirdness.” She pressed a knuckle against her eye socket. “To be honest, I have no freaking idea about anything today.”

The thought of Austin smacking Zach around made her smile. Technically her mum couldn’t go ballistic if someone else pounded him.

[image: ]

“Surf’s up, dude!” Rafe greeted them with some surfer-type, one-handed wave from the steps of Socrates Private School.

Cate scanned the students milling around the grounds. Her heart raced and her palms started to sweat. “No Rose or Jonah with you today?”

A pudgy girl with short, spiky auburn hair lounging near the enormous oak tree in front of the school caught her attention. Pip was at school checking on her. Not unheard of, but not normal either.

“That’s a no for Rose. I can’t comment about Jonah. He works for the Order. As mortal enemies we never advise each other of the location of our operatives.” Rafe was a big ball of energy wrapped in a nauseating yellow, green, and brown Hawaiian shirt.

“You have a mortal enemy?”

“Yes. The Maligo Order. Mal-i-go. It means ‘to contrive evil’ in Latin.”

Here Cate stood between two strangers, possibly imaginary ones, who could do impossible things and were talking about evil orders, societies, and mortal enemies. What if I’m losing my mind?

“You aren’t losing your mind,” Rafe said.

Cate blinked. He had read her mind.

Austin’s I-told-you-so look piqued Cate’s curiosity.

Vomit, vomit, vomit, she thought.

“That’s childish and nasty,” Rafe replied between deep breaths and dry retching. He nudged Austin. “Watch the brunette headed this way.”

A gust of wind sent the skirt of the girl Rafe had indicated swirling, exposing her yellow G-string.

Cate shook her head. “So Rafe, you have super human strength, can read minds and see the future?”

“Big leap there,” Rafe said. “I’m strong and I can read minds, but no one can predict the future.”

“That couldn’t have been a lucky guess. If Rafe reads minds and lifts buses, what do you do?” Cate asked Austin.

“My list of talents is long and impressive. Alas, I’m not a big sharer.” His eyes sparkled as he smiled.

What an infuriating, arrogant—

“Yikes! We should go, Austin. Naitanui is waiting at the Break.”

“I suppose it would be too much to ask who, what and where Naitanui and the Break are?” Cate asked.

“Your perception skills are excellent! Think about my offer to help with the Zach situation.” He brushed her shoulder with his hand as he walked past. “I’ll see you soon.”

She cleared her throat and took a deep breath, uncomfortably warm all over. Austin and Rafe wandered down the road and vanished into thin air like they did the day before. Her brain buzzed. A quick check confirmed Pip had departed as well.

“Cate, wait up!” Eve hobbled toward her. She’d separated and twisted pieces of her high ponytail and clipped them to her head with numerous green bows like some type of crown.

“What happened to you?” Cate hugged her friend.

Eve pulled away first like she always did. “Too much hugging, and the gossip around school will be that we’re an item.”

“Let them talk.” Cate grabbed Eve and kissed her on both cheeks. “Oh, wait...they’re already talking about me.”

“You’ve got a weird vibe going on today.” Eve lifted her skirt and revealed a bloody scrape on the back of her thigh. “I skidded down the bus steps about two seconds ago. I feel something, but I can’t see what the story is. Is it bad enough to get me out of gym?” she asked hopefully.

Cate crinkled her nose with distaste. “I see a little blood. The graze might go higher up your leg.”

“I need you to check,” Eve whined. “Who else can I ask to look up my skirt? I’ve got my good underwear on.”

This was when they needed to be part of a popular posse so one of their other four BFFs could volunteer to help. Now five years on, she continued to pay for breaking Zach’s nose on her first day at Socrates. Zach forgave her because she’d said she’d be his friend, and Eve had thought it was cool. All the other students had given her a wide berth ever since. The video of it showed up on social media every year, which thrilled her mum.

Cate took a few deep breaths and bent down. “Fine—if I throw up, don’t say you weren’t warned.” Eyes closed, she placed both hands gently on Eve’s leg. Please don’t let there be too much blood. She opened one eye and peeked under Eve’s skirt. “Hmm.” Eve had shown her a bloody graze. Now...there was nothing.

“Is that a ‘you need to go home’ hmm? Your hands are making my leg feel good, by the way.”

Jeff, one of Zach’s new friends walked by with a group of boys. “Dykes,” he called.

“Rack off,” Cate replied as she glanced at her palms. This was bizarre.

“Didn’t waste too many brain cells on that response, did we?” Jeff said.

Cate grabbed Jeff by the jacket “You want articulate? ‘How do I loathe you, let me count the ways...I loathe thee freely, I loathe thee purely.’ Articulate enough for your pea-sized brain, you tool?”

Jeff shook off her hold. “Losers!” His jibes were reassuring. This was how a normal day unfurled.

“You are the daughter my mother wishes she had,” Eve said. “That quote would be heaven to her literature teacher’s ears. Any updates on the Zach front to report?”

“We’re done. The end. Everyone’s moved on.” Cate hooked the strap of her green backpack over her shoulder. “There’s nothing wrong with your leg. You’re spectacularly good to go for another thrilling school day.”

“I’m surprised.” Eve turned in circles as she attempted to examine the back of her thigh.

“You and me both,” Cate muttered. She smiled and, keeping her hands out of view, trudged to class. Her hands were smudged with Eve’s blood, from the now non-existent graze. What was with that?
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“I’m thinking of getting a Mohawk.” Eve tweaked one of the numerous green bows scattered through her hair.

Cate lingered outside the door to her history class. “Is that so?” There was no sign of Zach inside. Ditching school must go hand in hand with his new popular status. A smattering of students hurried along the corridor, grabbing last minute items before heading to their first class for the day.

“I’m going to dye it black, with a white stripe down the middle.”

Cate tapped the doorframe with a fingernail. “Okay.” The corridor was desolate now, but she had no desire to go into her classroom.

“And stick my head in the bushes at the front of the house and see if I can catch a skunk.”

“Oh...WHAT?” Cate turned to Eve.

“So you were happy for me to make the biggest hair mistake ever, but worried about me catching skunks? Nice.”

“Where do you think Zach is?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care, and neither do you,” Eve said sternly.

“I don’t care.” Which she didn’t, unless Zach lay beaten and bloodied, or even dead, because of her. She knew firsthand how brutal the people were who forced her into witness protection. “You don’t think something’s happened to him? His folks are still out of town.”

Eve gave her a sad little smile.

“I’m curious is all. He’s never missed a day of school.”

“Don’t hover in the corridor girls.” Cate’s history teacher, Mr. Leckie, had arrived. “Eve you’re not even in this class. Make your way to the correct classroom, quickly.

Eve flounced off.

“Inside please, Miss Zetrom,” Mr. Leckie said as he entered the classroom.

“Yes, Sir.” Cate pulled out her phone as she made her way to a seat. Her mum could get a location on anyone insanely quickly. That never normally worked in Cate’s favour, but today it just might.

CATE: “HI MUM, ZACH NOT AT SCHOOL??? WEIRD.”

A now familiar voice came from behind her. “Hello, Black Belt Cate.”

Surely not!

Austin and Rafe were back, and Rose was with them. Rafe had changed out of his outrageous Hawaiian shirt. Wait a minute. “How come you’re all wearing school uniforms?” Cate demanded.

Austin gave her a quizzical look. “They’re compulsory.”

“But you weren’t wearing them this morning. And they’re only compulsory if you go to Socrates Private School.”

“Like we do,” Austin replied.

“No! You don’t.” It was infuriating how effortlessly he could lie.

“The fact I’m wearing the school uniform, in a history class, at Socrates Private School, does seem to indicate I’m a student here.”

Cate’s knuckles shone white as she gripped her books. “This is going nowhere. Do you want something from me?”

Austin smiled. “Nothing specific, yet. Just checking things out.”

These three had already had ample opportunity to grab her if that’s what they wanted to do. If Cate ignored them, they might just vanish. It was still not out of the question that the three of them were all in her imagination. She glanced around the classroom, half expecting the room to be filled with frozen students. It wasn’t. Everything was normal.

The murmurings of “Zach”, “Brittany”, “dumped” and “text” as she continued to her seat weren’t unexpected. Neither were the looks and snickers. That didn’t make them any easier to take. A high-pitched buzzing filled her head. She stuck a finger in her ear and ground her teeth. A metallic taste crept along her tongue and then the buzzing vanished.

“Done,” Rafe said.

The students in the class smiled and called, “Hi” to Austin, Rose, and Rafe as they wandered into the room. Cate’s books landed on the desk with a thud. “What exactly did you do, Rafe? I know you three have never attended Socrates before today and you don’t live in Tempus Falls. No one in this class should know you.”

Rafe tapped his temple. “Mind control.”

Mind control. While it explained why everyone seemed to know the three of them, she was having trouble getting past the idea it was even possible. People making you do and think things with their minds was insane. Hang on. What if these three weren’t people? Vampires did the whole mind control thing. Actually, she may have made that up. She had a feeling it was the fallen angels who had cornered the mind control market. Cross off werewolves. They could only read one another’s minds, and they had to be in the same pack. Wizards, could they read minds?

She opened her history book to the list of Egyptian emperors she’d hastily scrawled as she walked to class that morning, and then sat with her pencil poised. Her plan was to ignore Austin, Rafe and Rose or die trying.

Rose tossed her ink-black hair, which hung in a plait past her butt. “I’ll sit with Rafe.”

Where Rose’s features were delicate and fair, Rafe had a washed-out complexion with a nose a little too big for his face. His gangly frame was at complete odds to his ability to lift a bus. His dirty-blond hair had a wave to it, and his mullet was certainly impressive.

Rafe’s excitement at Rose sitting with him reminded Cate of a puppy. As he wriggled in his chair, she pictured him wagging an imaginary tail. His ears practically pricked up at the sound of Rose’s voice. Those two had a strong unrequited-love vibe going on.

Brittany wiggled her fingers at Austin from across the room. She made an L sign on her forehead and pointed at Cate and then her mobile phone. Brittany’s posse of friends burst into fits of laughter.

Cate had a finger she’d like to show that boyfriend-stealing whore. “Brittany doesn’t know you! You don’t go to school here.” She heard the desperation in her voice. “And there’s no such thing as mind control. It’s impossible.”

“Brittany waved hello to me.” Austin stretched his arms over his head. “I’m not trying to be antagonistic, but that supports either she knows me and I go to school here, or mind control is possible. You can’t have it both ways.”

“Antagonistic?”

“You know, aggressive, hostile, deliberately opposing someone’s point of view.”

“I know what antagonistic means,” Cate seethed.

Austin scanned the classroom. He tapped the desk as he jiggled a knee. Each time someone smiled or nodded to him, Cate’s irritation ratcheted up a notch. She glanced his way more times than she would ever admit to anyone. Austin had charisma. That was the right word. It radiated from him. He gave off a ready-to-party vibe, and his scars were intriguing. Butterflies fluttered in the pit of her stomach.

Mr. Leckie called on Cate four times to name different Egyptian emperors. Each time she failed. The fact Austin then answered all the questions correctly annoyed the crap out of her. According to her teacher, “He was a fabulous student she could learn much from.” Whatever.

“So...” Austin’s voice broke into her dark mood.

She had looked his way before her brain remembered that was exactly what she was trying not to do. Look! Don’t look! A private war raged in her head. Austin smiled his infectious smile. Cate sighed and pulled some hair from her bun and twirled it around her fingers. This sighing and hair twirling must cease immediately. She yanked her hand away and a large chunk of hair separated from her scalp, making her eyes water. What was wrong with her?

“Are you crying?” Austin asked.

His long, jet-black lashes curled at the ends. Why did boys always get the good eyelashes?

“Um, no...I have allergies.” She fumbled, fighting a weird urge to lean in and rub her cheek against his. That would be creepy. “This time of year is rubbish for them.”

“Winter?”

Even the seasons were against Cate now. “Yes.” She waded deeper into her creative mess. “I have terrible winter allergies.”

Austin raised an eyebrow.

Damn him for being able to do that when she couldn’t.

“So you moved to California from Australia?”

“Yep.” Cate kept her eyes forward.

“Have you lived in the thriving metropolis of Tempus Falls for long?”

“About five years.” Cate tapped her pencil on the desk and glanced at her flashing phone.

MUM: “ZACH ALIVE AND KICKING”

Relief washed through her.

Austin covered her fingers and stopped the pencil tapping. She tried to yank her hand away, but he held fast.

“Let go,” she hissed.

He moved his hand away. “Do you want to get lunch today?”

“Lunch?” Cate processed a zillion scenarios in her head of how lunch might play out. Some ended well but most ended with her dead, or in a straitjacket. “No!”

“Think about it. Eating lunch with me makes a strong ‘I’ve moved on’ statement to everyone. If Zach doesn’t see us, he’ll hear about it.”

Austin was back on the Zach revenge thing. Cate did need to find a boyfriend. Fast. A little voice told her Austin would be trouble in that department. Trouble with a capital T.

“You do eat lunch, I assume?” Austin said.

“Yes...always. Eating is one of my favourite things to do. Eve and I can both eat an entire dinosaur steak from The Bedrock. Our names are on the wall there.” That was probably too much information. Why can I not stop talking?

“Impressive.” He looked more wary than impressed.

The bell rang.

“Hallelujah.” She hurried to pack her books before racing out of the classroom. “Eve!” Cate dodged around students. Make a path, people. Make a path. She was surprised when a path of sorts opened up along the grey and white tiled floor of the busy school corridor. Something had finally gone her way. “Have you seen the three new kids?” Shit! The annoying buzzing in her ears was back.

“No.” Eve stopped at her locker to swap books. “No one’s mentioned any new kids. Three, you say?”

Austin slouched against the lockers. “Cate, I wanted to check if we’re on for lunch.” He turned to Eve. “Hello.”

“Hi,” Eve replied, her eyes not leaving the books in her locker.

“You know him?” Cate asked.

“Of course, I know him.” Eve smacked Austin on the arm.

“But this is the first day he’s ever been at this school,” Cate said.

“You’re so weird today, even considering the Zach debacle.”

“I’m not the weird one. You’ve never met Austin before. He’s never been to school here before today. Yesterday you were in a catatonic state while he disabled a bomb under the bus at the mall.” She lowered her voice when heads turned her way at the mention of a bomb.

Austin rolled his eyes.

Eve shook her head and slammed her locker shut. “I refuse to feel guilty when I say I have no idea what you’re ranting about. See you at lunch, Austin.”

“Mind control,” Austin mouthed as Cate passed him to follow her friend.

“What was all that about?” Eve said with a tight smile.

“Huh?”

“That rubbish about bombs. Are you on something? That’s not okay. Ever.” Eve’s voice and face were devoid of humour. She looked, well, fierce.

“Of course, I’m not on something.”

Eve had her best parental look on.

“It’s only ten o’clock. I never take anything before lunch. It makes me queasy.” Cate wriggled her eyebrows and smiled. “Oh, come on! That was hilarious.”

“Do you see me laughing?” Eve turned on her heel. “Calculus calls.”
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Calculus took forever. Whatever derivative they derived was lost on Cate, who was desperate for, and dreading lunchtime, simultaneously. She packed her things, dawdling behind Eve. Her mind raced while her feet dragged. She took a sharp right into the empty science block hallway lined with glass cabinets filled with vintage science equipment.

“I need some air.” She hurried to the end of the corridor and pushed the glass door marked ‘exit’ in faded green letters.

Smack! She walked straight into the glass. “Open, for Pete’s sake!” She aimed a vicious kick at the door. Glass exploded, and she slid down the wall, her head resting in her hands.

Eve gazed down at Cate, her blue eyes wide. “What on earth is the matter with you?”

“I’m having an epic bad day,” Cate answered. “The door wouldn’t open.”

Her friend walked past and using one finger pushed what remained of the doorframe open. “Well, there you go. Violence was, in fact, the answer in this case. You’ve frightened the glass door into opening. Are you hurt?” Eve examined Cate’s leg.

“Stop fussing.” Cate brushed Eve’s hands away. “It was glass. I can break concrete and bones. Glass is a no brainer.”

“Maybe you need something to eat,” Eve suggested.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Don’t be stupid—you’re always hungry. It’s our thing. When all else fails, we eat.” Eve grabbed Cate’s hand and yanked her off the ground. “I, for one, don’t want to have to explain this little scene to anyone. We should skedaddle.”

“Skedaddle?”

“Cool word, hey? Come on, Austin will be waiting in the cafeteria.”

“Awesome,” Cate muttered.
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Cate spotted the three people threatening to destroy her life at the table next to the cheerleaders. They were a bubble of stylish cool floating in a sea of try-hard fizz. Eve waved across the cafeteria with zealous abandon. Rafe nudged Rose, who smiled and motioned them over. Eve nodded and pointed to the long food line. Rose gave a thumbs up and returned to chatting.

Eve smoothed a few stray strands of hair off her face. “She’s so nice.”

“Are you talking about Rose?” Cate would never use nice to describe her.

“Absolutely. I’ll get your lunch. You go and sit with them.” Eve bounced off and grabbed two plastic brown lunch trays. At least someone was enjoying this alternate universe. Cate would wait for Eve’s moral support before she joined the nice Rose and the two boys.

She scrutinised the three people who had invaded her life. Rose, Austin, and Rafe chatted easily as they ate lunch. Their bodies were relaxed, but their eyes glowed with intensity. Rose stood and asked to borrow some sugar from the table beside them, and six pairs of hands fought for the honour of handing it to her. Her shapely figure made the school uniform look like couture. Austin was sprawled in his chair, oblivious to the admiring looks aimed his way. Everything about him promised a good time. Cate wove her way closer to them through the noisy cafeteria, careful not to draw their attention as she strained to eavesdrop on their conversation.

“You’re no Casanova, Austin! She ran away from you.” Rose scanned the students waiting in the food line. “With that caramel skin and white-blonde hair, Eve has to have Asian and Scandinavian heritage.”

Close, Cate thought. Eve’s father was Scandinavian, but her mother was Egyptian, not Asian. She ducked and pretended to tie her shoelaces to avoid being seen—unoriginal, but the first tactic which sprang to mind.

Rose tapped her chin. “I don’t see Cate.”

“Chillax.” Rafe sipped his drink. “She won’t be far from Eve. Those two are joined at the hip. They’ve no other friends.

Austin tapped the table. “Is she close by?”

Rafe pinched the bridge of his nose. “You know it doesn’t work that way. There’s so much white noise in this room, it’s a challenge to identify and track what’s going on in Cate’s head. It’s like picking up shells on the beach. It takes time, and some luck to find the one you want.”

Stay out of my head, Rafe, Cate thought. She followed that with what she hoped was a vicious mental shove, and to her surprise, he flinched and rubbed his temples.

Rafe tilted his head. “I’ll wait until she comes to the table. It’s way easier to get a read on her with visual contact. I can confirm that you’ve totally scrambled her brains, Austin. The lusting, loathing, feigned lack of interest and general mayhem going on in her head are giving me a migraine. You’ve woken up her hormones, big time.”

Rose screwed up her beautiful face with dislike. “Spare me the details.”

A brick landed in Cate’s stomach as Austin squeezed Rose’s shoulder tenderly.

Rafe checked out his reflection in a spoon. “I apologise in advance for these next words, Rose. Cate’s not the only one lusting after Austin, and I certainly didn’t put any of those thoughts in their heads. I’m at a loss as to why no one is thinking hot, sexy thoughts about me. What’s not to like?”

Rose opened her mouth and then shook her head. “That’s too easy. Even for me. My Austin is pretty much every girl’s cup of tea. They like his swagger.”

Her Austin? Cate’s stomach lurched. It sounded like Rose and Austin were a couple.

Rafe busied himself confirming the symmetry of his eyebrows in the spoon. “I’m convinced I glimpsed Jonah lurking in the corridor before history class.”

A shudder ran down Cate’s spine. That was the Ralph Lauren model who had nearly killed her at the bus stop while Rose watched and did nothing. Jonah had said something before he started to choke her, but she couldn’t remember what it was.

“I think someone is a bit Jonah paranoid.” Rose rolled her eyes and checked her nails.

“You should be nicer to me.” Rafe fluttered his eyelashes. “You rely on me to make people think they’ve known you for years. No one said anything about them having to like you.”

“You wouldn’t.” Rose raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow at Rafe.

That was another reason to add Rose to her ‘people I dislike’ list. It seemed everyone except Cate could do the eyebrow thing.

Rafe continued to analyse his reflection in the spoon. “While your constant rejection would be ample incentive to a lesser man, I choose to take the high road.”

“Stop bickering, you two,” Austin snarled.

“Enough with the preening.” Rose snatched the spoon from Rafe. “Don’t get snappy with me because you have to coerce Cate to be your special friend, Austin. I’m the only one with the right to take issue with that plan.”

Cate’s chest tightened. Austin was Rose’s boyfriend. Why does he have to make me like him? His “let’s be an item and make Zach jealous” plan now made sense. Her fingers hovered over her phone keypad. Should she send a distress text? These three were certainly up to something, but they had had ample opportunity to kill or kidnap her, and hadn’t. She was in a crowded cafeteria. How dangerous could it be? Texting the distress word would be a last resort. She didn’t love her life, but she certainly didn’t want to relocate and start again.

“Do you think it’s her?” Rose asked.

Austin shrugged. “Mortez wasn’t pruning the roses at Cate’s house this morning, and I didn’t recognise anyone else, so no leads there. The fact she wasn’t frozen at the bus stop, combined with her name, I think it could well be her."

Rose and Rafe nodded and murmured their agreement.

What’s the deal with my name? Cate wondered.

Austin shrugged. “If it is her, Jonah attempting to strangle her at the bus stop is odd.”

“He was trying to cover up that he’d been instructed to abort his mission,” Rose said confidently. “Mortez has sacrificed hundreds of people without flinching. Someone crucial and irreplaceable to the Order must have been in danger for the mission to be cancelled. The only two people that important are Jonah and Catherine. So my money’s on Cate being that Catherine.”

Who do they think I am? Cate didn’t know anyone called Mortez, and the only person who called her Catherine was her father. She’d had no contact with him since her family relocated to Tempus Falls.

“Why aren’t you sitting yet?” Eve asked near her shoulder.

“Umm.” Cate scratched her head, unable to come up with an answer.

“You’ve been so weird today. Come on, I’ve got our food.” Eve marched past and sat next to Rose.

Rafe’s eyes widened when he realised Cate was near the table. He tilted his head to the side, listened, and rubbed his temples. Something had him perplexed.

Cate surveyed her new lunch group. Eve gabbed at a million miles an hour to Rose, who added an appropriate nod and occasional word when required. Rafe kept giving Cate furtive glances, and Austin was casing the cafeteria. He had sized up everyone in the room and noted all the exits. It was possible he was currently identifying potential weapons and arranging them alphabetically in his head. No, alphabetically would be lame. Potential deadliness would be a much cooler way to organise them.

For now, she would play along. It was time to be herself, not the manufactured bland girl who blended in.

Rose tapped Brittany on the shoulder. “So, Brittany, being a cheerleader must be really fun?”

Austin groaned. “Here we go.” His fingers brushed Cate’s neck as he laid his arm along the back of her seat.

Rose glanced at Austin’s hand and shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

“I’m not a cheerleader. I’m the cheerleader. Cheer captain,” Brittany replied with a tight smile.

“Impressive,” Rose said. “I’d love to try out for your team.”

Brittany flipped her hair. “You’ve missed tryouts.”

The buzzing started in Cate’s ears again. After a soft snick, the noise in her ears disappeared, and she heard Rafe’s voice inside her head.

Let Rose try out. Insist she brings her friend along. Having Cate and Eve on the cheer squad is your lifelong dream.

“Over my dead body,” Cate muttered.

Austin squeezed her shoulder, wrapping her in a blanket of tingly warmth. He bent his head and whispered, “So you can hear Rafe doing his thing now? Interesting. I knew you were immune to his mind control, but I know you couldn’t hear what he was putting out there to everyone this morning. He kept throwing in requests for you to flash your boobs at him, and you didn’t smack him or flash him.”

Cate kicked Austin hard in the shins under the table.

“I’ve changed my mind,” Brittany said. “I’d love for you to try out, Rose. Bring Cate, and Eve with you.”

Eve spat her drink out. “You cannot be serious!” she spluttered, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. The other cheerleaders stared in astonishment.

“I never joke about cheerleading,” Brittany replied. “We meet on the oval Thursday after school.”

“Nice going.” Rose high-fived Rafe.

“I aim to please.” Rafe winked.

Rose patted Eve’s hand. “Are you up for some cheerleading, Eve?”

Red crept along Eve’s latte coloured cheeks as she pushed strands of white-blonde hair behind her ears. “That sounds like an excellent idea.”

Cate grinned. Eve has such a crush on Rose! “Anything in particular driving your sudden interest in cheerleading, Eve?”

“No.” Eve preened as she spoke— “I always thought I’d make an outstanding cheerleader.”

“I did not know that about you.” Cate smiled at her.

“Well, now you do.”

Cate spotted Zach weaving his way toward them through the crowded cafeteria. She deliberately stared in the opposite direction. Someone poked her shoulder and the familiar voice of her loser ex-boyfriend followed.

“Hi, Cate!”

She glanced his way. “What do you want?” The desire to smack him around since he dumped her dwindled as she took in his shabby look. Zach was only an inch taller than she was and had a stocky build. His blue eyes were flat and lifeless, and his normally round face was drawn. Cate still wanted to get even, but not like that.

“I wanted to say…” Zach seemed to be struggling to find the right word. “Hi,” he finally finished.

“Oh. Well, hi.” Zach’s eyes followed Austin’s fingers, which had begun to trace circles on Cate’s neck. Her entire body below the waist filled with butterflies. She was surprised and a little pleased at how unpleased Zach looked. She snuggled closer to Austin. Hello, new boyfriend!

“Umm.” Zach looked between Cate and Brittany, who was beckoning him over. He massaged his temples. “Well, bye.” 

“Bye.” Cate mustered the brightest ‘I am so over you’ smile possible.

“Bye, Jack,” Austin called.

“It’s Zach,” Zach’s eyes flashed with anger as he slunk over to Brittany.

“I always get that wrong. Sorry.” Austin didn’t look remotely sorry.

“Eve, could you be a dear and get me a glass of water?” Rose asked with a dazzling smile. “I feel a little warm.”

“On it!” Eve’s face lit up, and she zoomed to the servery.

Austin’s hand dropped from Cate’s neck as Zach sat with Brittany. “That would be our cue to report back.”

“Right.” Rafe was on his feet quickly and pointed to Cate. “I can’t hear your thoughts anymore. I can hear everyone else’s. Just not yours. It’s weird.”

“She can hear your mind control now. The two are probably connected.” Austin stood and hoisted his leg over the back of his chair. “Oh, Cate?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess we’re an item now.”

She took a deep breath to make some kind of indignant remark, but Austin, Rafe and Rose were halfway to the door and still nothing had sprung to mind.

“I really like them.” Eve’s face beamed as she watched Rose exit the cafeteria. At five foot five, Eve was three inches shorter than Cate and far more slender. Her lack of curves and boobs was a constant source of angst. “So you and Austin looked cosy. Now you two together would make far more sense than you and Zach ever did.”

Cate gave a noncommittal shrug.
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Cate stewed through the afternoon about all things Austin. Eve left straight from school for an appointment, so Cate headed to homework club to finish an essay. She left school at a different time and from a different place each day. Witness protection frowned on routine.

As the sun disappeared behind the buildings, she shoved her books away and headed home. She’d make a loop around the boarders’ house for the required deviation as she left the school grounds.

The minute she stepped out of homework club, the short hairs on her neck stood up. She put her head down and power walked to the iron gates. After checking behind her, she deliberated whether to call her mum to collect her.

“You’re being paranoid,” she muttered, crossing the road at a jog. A huge ginger cat raced past her. It looked like Polka Dot, the neighbourhood stray. She glanced behind again. Someone with a tangle of white-blonde hair disappeared around the corner.

The shadows on the boarding house wall started dancing, extending dark fingers her way. One particular shadow held her attention as it crept along the ground toward her. She froze as the tip of the shadow slid closer. Was that someone breathing? She made a choice.
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Cate ran the entire way home.

She was positive her heart was about to burst through her chest as she slammed the bedroom door and collapsed against it. “Get a grip,” she gasped. “No one followed you. You’re on edge after...well...everything.” Three loud bangs on the bedroom door made her scamper to the window. She could absolutely jump from one floor up. The doorknob twisted, and her heart took off like a helicopter. She fumbled with the window lock.

“Cate, are you in here?” A blond head poked around her door.

“Geez! Xavier.” She grabbed the nearest thing and hurled it at her brother. “GET OUT!”

Flopsie, the stuffed white rabbit, landed on the floor a foot in front of Xavier. “Again with the pathetic throwing.”

“What do you want?” she growled at her brother through her teeth. Her muscles were so tense she felt ready to explode. She rested her forehead against the cool glass window and took three deep breaths.

“Mum called. An unexpected meeting with some important person came up at the detention centre. She’s going to be late and the three boys have to stay with her. I’m ordering Thai food for our dinner.”

“Fine. I want wontons.” Her eyes swept the front yard before she closed the window. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and a shiver trickled down her shoulder blades. The feeling that someone followed her home lingered. She jumped as her phone beeped with her 6:00 p.m. reminder to check in with Pip.

CATE: “HOME AND JUST ORDERED THAI FOOD”

PIP: “? YOUR DAY?”

CATE: “FINE”

PIP: “STILL SINGLE?”

CATE: “NOPE!”

PIP: “TART”

Cate smiled and deleted their conversation.
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With her stomach full of delicious Thai food, Cate felt calmer. The doorbell rang. It played ‘Waltzing Matilda,’ which was a little reminder of Australia. “I’ll go,” she said.

Xavier stretched on the couch and patted his belly contentedly.

She hesitated as her hand grasped the doorknob. “Who is it?” she called, purely to set a good example for Xavier, and certainly not because she was worried. Her hand shook as she flipped the porch light on.

“It’s me. Open the door...please.”

What was he doing here? She groaned and flung the door open. “Get off my porch, asshat!”

Zach’s eyes were puffy and his blond ringlets rumpled. “Can I come in?”

“Nope.” She wanted to take the high road and be all magnanimous, but couldn’t. Zach dumped her by text. Some things were unforgivable. “Did you get lost on your way to see Brittany?”

Polka Dot was curled up on the porch chair with one eye half open. The enormous, ginger stray had unofficially adopted Cate’s family as his owners of choice. A hiss conveyed the cat’s contempt for the proceedings which had disturbed his sleep.

“We need to talk.” Zach raked a hand through his hair. Ringlets were hard for a sixteen-year-old boy to pull off.

“Why not send me a text?” Cate snapped. “That seems to be your preferred form of communication.”

“It won’t take long.” Zach raised his blond eyebrows and stared.

She contemplated slamming the door in his face. Instead, she stabbed at the stop clock on her wristwatch and folded her arms. “You’ve got three minutes.”

“Let me come in.”

“No way. Debating why I should let you in is pointless, and not a good use of your limited time.”

“It’s not smart to hang with Austin and his friends.” Zach shoved his hands into the pockets of the faded jeans he now favoured instead of his usual dark blue chinos.

Wow! Austin certainly got Zach’s attention today. “What’s it to you?”

Zach hung his head, his shoulders hunched. “You know I don’t like Austin. I’ve never liked him. I’m not stupid. That’s why you let him paw you in the cafeteria today. You wanted to make me jealous.”

Cate snorted. “Ah no… I really didn’t. Why don’t you like Austin?”

He paused, possibly contemplating his next words. “You know exactly why I don’t like him.” The purple shadows under his blue eyes reminded her of when he was recovering from the infamous broken nose she gave him her first week in Tempus Falls. He looked dog-tired. “I would prefer if you stayed away from him and his posse of friends.”

“I don’t care what you prefer.” Her voice was hard and flat.

“We’re getting off track. I know things have been difficult over the last few days with me dumping you. I’ve given it some thought, and I think it would be better for you if we forgot about the breakup. I’m prepared to take you back.”

Imagine that. He was prepared to take her back. She would need to hold off on turning cartwheels with excitement. “Are you insane?” she hissed, fingers drumming her hips. “I will never, ever be your girlfriend again.”

“I made a mistake and I’ve apologised. Let’s go back to how it was. You know you want to.”

“Didn’t you hear me say I would never ever be your girlfriend again?” His increased popularity seemed to have lowered his comprehension skills. There was no way she was getting back together with him. The fact he was even asking made no sense. If someone was forcing him to do this and he was in danger because of her, she needed to help him. “Are you in some kind of trouble? Has someone scared you, or threatened you?”

“No. That’s a ridiculous thing to say.” He fidgeted with the door handle, refusing to look up. “I’m not scared of anyone. This is all about you. You need me.”

She fixed a steely gaze on Zach. “What exactly do you mean by that?” It sounded like he knew about of the witness protection rules requiring a boyfriend. If not, he was one enormous jerk.

“Every girl needs a boyfriend. They’re pathetic and lonely otherwise.”

Zach was being a total jerk. He didn’t know about the witness protection. Anger dripped into Cate’s chest, pulsing toward her fingertips with each heartbeat. “Did your ears hear what your mouth said? What complete crap, you misogynistic imbecile.”

“That’s pretty rich from the girl who’s been ostracised to social Siberia for the last five years even with me as your boyfriend. You’ve got zero chance of making any friends without me.”

So many words flooded Cate’s mind to describe the kind of massive wrong Zach was, she couldn’t pick one. “Leave now,” she said through her teeth. You infuriating twerp.

“Come on, Babe.”

“I’m not your babe.” She flexed her fingers. The anger leaching through her body had reached a dead end at her fingertips, and it wanted out. She punched Zach directly on the nose.

He staggered back, blood trickled through his fingers. “Geez.”

“FYI—a boyfriend is not a necessity! Now get the hell off my porch.” She slammed the door. Zach had nothing to say that she wanted to hear. His sucking up did give her a sense of having the upper hand though. She could see how people became drunk on power. It was terrific. Her phone beeped.

PIP: “NO MORE FIGHTING. EVEN IF HE IS A DICKHEAD”

CATE: “RECEIVED AND RELUCTANTLY ACKNOWLEDGED”

She went to delete the conversation but hesitated.

CATE: “CAN’T YOU HAVE HIM KILLED?”

PIP: “NEGATIVE”

Cate smiled and walked up the stairs. Zach would have a damn sore nose tomorrow.
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Jonah contemplated Zach hunched over the kitchen table, gingerly prodding his face. “That was abysmal.” The kitchen in Zach’s house was straight out of the seventies. Everything in it was brown, orange or yellow.

Zach took a handful of tissues and dabbed cautiously at his nose. “It’s tricky pretending all the time. Actors must be exhausted at the end of every day.”

Jonah checked the backyard and closed the floral kitchen window curtains. “Stop your whining.”

The table shook as Zach slammed his hand down. “Have you considered how overwhelming this is for me? I’d never heard of the Maligo Order or Timesurfers twenty-four hours ago. When I woke up yesterday, I had suddenly become this über cool guy, with a smoking hot cheerleader who couldn’t keep her hands off him. I’d finally arrived!”

“And you didn’t question why you went from the bottom to the top of the popularity ladder overnight?”

“Why would I? It was awesome until you showed up and ruined everything.” Zach tilted his head from side to side. “Is my nose still bleeding? If I get blood on the floor, my folks will kill me when they get home from their archaeological dig in Peru.”

“You deserved a broken nose. That was an appalling effort. Mortez ordered you to convince Cate to take you back as her boyfriend. Whatever you did at school failed, and tonight I didn’t see an ounce of grovelling.” Every time Jonah looked at Zach, he was reminded of the terrible thing this boy would do to Cate. Letting him live long enough to allow that moment in history to take its course was killing Jonah inside.

“You made this Timesurfer gig sound way cooler than it actually is. I’m not convinced I want to be one.”

Zach was so self-involved. Dumb too, if he thought he could choose whether or not to be involved with Mortez. “You’ve misunderstood. It’s not a choice. It’s a destiny.”

“Whatever. I don’t give a rat’s ass about getting Cate back. I like Brittany. I love my new popular life.” Zach paced around the kitchen, stopping to open the refrigerator door. “Is it really that important to do what Mortez wants?”

“You heard the screams of those people she had fed to the fire ants. You saw her rip out that young girl’s heart. That’s what happens when people fail to carry out her orders.” Jonah tensed as the security light outside flickered on. He moved to the door to check what had triggered it.

“I was barely conscious at the time.” Zach slammed the refrigerator door shut. “I was nearly boiled alive when—against my will—we magically travelled through time to the future. It’s a lot for me to take in. All hail the powerful Mort—” He froze and stared at the now open back door, his face ashen.

“Well, well. What do we have here?” Mortez walked into the kitchen and held out her forearm for Jonah to see. The long list of consecutive four digit numbers inked down it stopped at 2014.

Jonah did the same. The numbers on his arm didn’t stop at 2014. There was also 2015, 2016 and 2017. Mortez tapped the last number on his arm. “You’ve been sent from the future. What about Zach?”

“He doesn’t have any quantum indicators yet. He’s from two thousand and fourteen. He hasn’t crossed over yet.”

“I’ll take your word for it, Jonah. So it’s true, that Cate broke your nose again, Zach. Come here.” Mortez blew on her fingers and rubbed her hands together. “Don’t make me come and get you.”

Zach stumbled toward the leader of the Order. His eyes crossed as she pressed her index fingers against his nose. When she removed her hand, his broken nose had been healed.

“Wow!” Zach prodded at his schnozzle. “It doesn’t even hurt anymore. Was that magic? Can you do magic?”

Mortez stared at him like he was an annoying insect she wanted to squish. “Yes and yes.”

“So can all Timesurfers do magic?” Zach looked accusingly at Jonah. “You never mentioned anything about magic. This Timesurfer thing is looking attractive again.”

“Silence.” Mortez gave Zach a look which should have made him drop dead on the spot before she addressed Jonah. “I know that Zach should still be dating Cate, not some perky cheerleader called Brittany. I would have thought it was impossible for Cate to not be better off without him. Regardless of how unfathomable I find it, I trust my future self has her reasons for wanting to amend the situation.”

“How do you know I’m not meant to be dating Brittany?” Zach continued to poke and prod his newly fixed nose.

“Have you not explained anything to him yet, Jonah?”

“He’s working on a need-to-know basis, and still has some time before he crosses over into our world. I didn’t want to overwhelm his tiny brain.”

When Zach opened his mouth to protest Jonah’s last comment, Mortez shushed him and spoke, “History resets at midnight each night. Timesurfers see the manipulated time lines. The midnight reset showed that a wizard cast a popularity charm on you.”

“That’s what I suspected,” Jonah said.

Zach spluttered indignantly. “That’s what you suspected? Shouldn’t you know these things?”

Mortez’s ferocious glare made Zach shrink back into his chair. “Jonah’s from the future. He only sees the changes when the midnight reset occurs in his time. Trust me when I say that can make things tricky. Jonah is the finest soldier I have. Disrespect him again and I’ll kill you myself.”

“Well, your finest soldier nearly blew Cate up at the bus stop Sunday” Zach huffed.

“I’m sure my future self has dealt with that failure sufficiently. It was only an issue because you dumped Cate for Brittany, Zach. That’s what caused the alternate timeline and put Cate in danger.” Mortez strode across the room to the back door. “I’ll update you after each midnight reset with anything I think might be of assistance, Jonah. I think it’s better we aren’t seen together outside Zach’s house. The Order members don’t know you’re here. I want to keep it that way for as long as possible.”

Jonah nodded.

Mortez hesitated at the open door. “I need Cate. We need her. She can’t, under any circumstances, work with Naitanui and his Midnight Society, or anyone else. The Order needs her.”

“I’ll protect Cate at all costs.” Jonah held Mortez’s gaze, which was no small feat. She could instill more fear with one raised eyebrow than an out of control horde of flesh eating zombies converging with knife and fork in hand.

“She’s been carefully hidden these past years. I won’t have my plan derailed at this late stage. Don’t fail me and don’t play me. I guarantee the consequences of either will be severe.” The door closed behind her.

Zach raced over and checked the window. “Phew. She’s gone. It’s freaky how she can magically heal things. I swear I’ve never seen that woman around here before. Does Mortez live in Tempus Falls? Are we still in two thousand and fourteen? We didn’t teleport to the future again did we?”

There was a good reason Zach hadn’t seen Mortez around, but Jonah chose not to explain it yet. “Yes she lives here, and we’re still in two thousand and fourteen. You’d know if we’d done any timesurfing. You fainted on the way to two thousand and seventeen and on the way back last time.”

“I closed my eyes,” Zach protested.

“Yeah, after you screamed like a banshee. I need some air.”

“I’ll come with.”

“Give me strength.” Jonah massaged his temples.

The moon and stars played hide and seek behind the rich violet clouds. The moon slid out, and after a quick rethink, disappeared. Zach kicked a can, which clattered like thunder across the road through the nighttime silence. “I can’t focus on anything. I’m too worried I’m going to run into myself—like in Back to the Future.”

Jonah threw his head back. The stars glinted with malevolent glee at his predicament. “That’s impossible. The magic makes it impossible to run into yourself. Impossible.”

“I’m not convinced.”

“The magic won’t allow you to travel through time if there’s any risk you could run into yourself. A Timesurfer can only visit a specific location and moment in time once during their entire existence. It’s called an aura clash. If you attempt to revisit any moment in time, you’ll be flung off course, most likely into a parallel time dimension, and they’re hard to come back from. If you do manage to stay in this dimension, you’ll be battered and bruised or dead.”

“I’m still not convinced.”

“Trust me. You live here. The aura clash makes it impossible to revisit this time and run into yourself. Let’s get this time line back on track before you cross over.”

Zach’s walk became more of a swagger. “I’m going to cross over, cool.” He froze. “That’s not dying is it?”

Jonah resisted the temptation to mess with Zach. “No, you’ll still be alive after you’ve crossed over.”

Obviously relieved, Zach scratched his head. “And what exactly is crossing over?”

“When your first quantum indicator appears on your arm, it signifies you’re ready to cross over. You get an additional quantum indicator every year.” Jonah pointed to the numbers in blue ink on his arm. “These show each year I’ve been a Timesurfer. It’s how to check you’re talking to the correct person and not one sent from a different time. I’m from two thousand and seventeen, so mine finish at two thousand and seventeen. Mortez is from two thousand and fourteen, so hers finish at two thousand and fourteen. That’s how she knew I’d been sent here from the future. While your powers are developing, you’re in limbo, so you’re no longer an innocent, but not a Timesurfer yet.”

“I’ll have powers?” Zach’s face lit up like all his Christmases had come at once.

“Yes, you’ll have powers. Mortez healed your broken nose. She has the power to heal.” Newbies were always excited about their powers.

“This is freaking wild.” Zach jumped and punched the air. “I’m a superhero!”

Jonah mused how Zach would be a dead superhero soon if all went to plan.

“So what lame wizard do you think put a spell on me?”

Zach better not let any wizards hear him calling them lame. They were scarce and kept well hidden, but like a hibernating bear, they were cantankerous if disturbed. “Mortez could only see the remnants of the charm from the reset, not the identity of the wizard. You’d do well to show wizards and their magic significantly more respect. Their ‘lame wizard magic’ is responsible for your overnight popularity.”

“Sweet.” Zach’s shoes scuffed against the concrete. “I’d like to take a shot at that Rose chick with my newfound attractiveness. She’s illegal! Could you set that up?”

Jonah’s knuckles strained white as he grabbed Zach’s T-shirt and yanked him into the air so his sneakers dangled above the ground. “Rose is off limits. If you disrespect her again, Mortez won’t need to kill you, I will.” He hurled Zach along the pavement onto the grass. Maybe he should let Zach try his luck with Rose. Watching her chew him up and spit him out would be hilarious.

“Dude, you’re wound way too tight.” Zach stared at a grass stain down one leg of his jeans. “Mum says she can never get grass stains out. I’m taking my superhero self to see Brittany. Don’t wait up.”

Jonah sat on the curb as Zach ambled down the road. The moon’s bold glow made a mockery of his grim situation. How could a normal kid like Zach do something so horrendous?
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Cate sauntered into the kitchen and came to an abrupt halt.

“Morning,” her mum chirped.

“Umm...” This wasn’t the same kitchen Cate had breakfast in yesterday.

“I’ve made pancakes. There’s honey in the fridge.”

With a sideways glance at her mum, she opened the door of a stainless steel fridge. Their retro yellow one had vanished overnight.

She poked the new cork floor with a toe. Eating her pancakes, she tapped the new granite bench tops with her fingernails. This was an entirely different kitchen from the day before. Her stomach churned at a frenetic pace, and her mouth felt packed with cotton wool. “Where’s Xavier?”

“Balthazar has taken Xavier, Melchior and Gaspar to water polo tryouts. It’s his first unsupervised trip since he passed his driving test on the weekend.” Cate’s mum waved her phone. “I’m tracking him to ensure he doesn’t deviate.”

“It might be his first legal unsupervised trip, but he’s been boosting cars since he was ten and racing them since he was twelve. I think he’ll be fine with a pool run.”

“Balthazar has come a long way, but boys tend to have a propensity to lose the capacity to use their brain when they get behind the wheel of a car.”

“He’s nineteen, Mum.”

“Boy’s brains aren’t fully developed until they’re twenty-one. Some research says twenty-five. Poor choices tend to repeat themselves. I have Pip tailing him as well. Hurry with your breakfast. The girls will be here to pick you up in four minutes.”

Girls? What girls? She leaned back and watched her mum walk to the living room. What the...? Her arms flailed as she grabbed the bench to avoid overbalancing.

Their cottage style living room was now silver, grey, and black. A glittering chandelier hung from the ceiling. That wasn’t there yesterday. Curious, Cate went into the living room. She sat on the heavily embossed couch and hugged a black cushion with shiny silver stripes smothered with crystals.

Cate buried her head in the sparkly and sharp cushion. There were so many differences this morning that only she could see. She needed to say something. “Mum.” Three blasts of a car horn made her jump.

“The girls are here. Get a wriggle on.”

“But, Mum.”

“Not now—it’s impolite to keep people waiting. Your lateness is a bad reflection on you and on me as a principal.”

For the millionth time, she said a silent thank you that her mother wasn’t the principal at Socrates Private School. Queasiness wriggled in her stomach as she traipsed into the kitchen to grab her backpack. Maybe some fresh air would be good. She yanked the door open, and a red convertible Jag stood where her mum’s black Range Rover normally sat. The students at her mum’s detention centre would be able to strip that during their lunch break.

A car horn blared in one continuous blast. Polka Dot bolted across the driveway and under the house. Cate stalked past the sports car into the front yard, and her jaw dropped. Eve waved from the backseat of a pink Jeep idling in the driveway. Her white-blonde hair was in a sleek, low ponytail fixed with one green ribbon. The entire time Cate had known Eve she had never seen her wear such a conservative hairstyle. It wasn’t right. And neither was the fact Brittany sat in the driver’s seat.

“Catester, come on,” Brittany hollered.

Catester? Cate was going nowhere with that whore.

A girl she didn’t recognise waved from the front passenger seat. “Hi there, Catie.”

“Hi there, yourself.” Cate scratched her head. “I think I’ve fallen into a parallel universe,” she muttered.

“Cate, we’ll be late. Come on!” Eve yelled.

Maybe Eve could clarify a few things about how things worked in this new reality. Cate clambered into the backseat and nudged her friend. “What’s the story?”

Eve gave her a quizzical look. “Huh?”

Cate spread her arms wide and pointed at Brittany and the girl in the front seat.

“Are you pretending to be an air hostess?” Eve asked.

“What?”

Eve mimicked her. “You know, the exits are here and here.”

“No. Why are we riding to school with Brittany?” Cate growled.

“She always drives.”

“She’s a boyfriend stealing tart.” Why was Eve looking at her like she was insane? 

“Brittany’s been dating Zach for months. She didn’t steal him from anyone.”

Cate slumped back and watched the carefully maintained lawns fly past. So apparently she and Zach had never been an item in this reality. At least that meant Cate wouldn’t have to deal with anymore snickers about being dumped by text. If they hadn’t gone out, then he couldn’t have dumped her. Eve was focused on texting someone, which was bizarre because, Cate was sitting next to her, and they had no other friends. The sun glinted on metal badges fixed to Eve’s school blazer. Cate grabbed her lapel. “Since when have you been head girl, debating captain, and all these other things?”

“Since all year. What is going on with you today?”

“Stop the car,” Cate yelled. “STOP...THE...CAR.”

Brittany pulled over, and Cate scrambled onto the pavement.

Eve’s forehead crinkled with concern. “Are you all right?”

I could ask you the same question, Cate thought. “I’m going to walk the last bit. My head feels funky.”

Eve scooted across the leather seat. “I’ll come with.”

“No!”

The hurt look on her friend’s face made Cate feel bad. “No,” she repeated more calmly. “There was a bit of a thing at my house this morning. I need a few minutes.”

Brittany’s Jeep disappeared around the corner, and Cate crumpled onto the pavement. “Blubbering won’t help you,” she mumbled and wiped the tears prickling her eyes with the back of her hand. Her shoulders shook as stray tears trickled down her cheeks and escalated to gigantic, body wrenching sobs.

Zach lumbered toward her, concern on his face. “Cate, are you alright?”

She slapped away the hand he offered to help her up. Could her day get any worse?

Another familiar voice called her name. Apparently, it could.

Austin jogged across the road with the ease and grace of a supremely fit athlete. “Come on, up you get.” His dimples showed, and his grey eyes sparkled as he helped her to her feet.

She breathed deeply and attempted to control her sobs, envious of the high-energy vibe Austin exuded. He clearly loved his life.

Zach grabbed Austin’s arm. “Hands off.”

Austin gave Zach a withering glare. “Step away, newbie, this is one fight you don’t want to pick.”

Zach hovered, undecided. He stepped back. “If you hurt her...”

Cate wiped her nose with the heel of her hand. Austin held out a perfectly folded handkerchief to her. “You carry a handkerchief?”

“I was brought up in an old-fashioned household. You’d be surprised how often it comes in handy.”

She wiped her face and blew her nose. How attractive.

“Shoo!” Austin motioned Zach away.

He hesitated. “I’ll stay if you want, Cate?”

“Go, Zach. We’re done. HEY!” She grabbed his arm. “Your nose. It’s...normal,” she spluttered.

Austin peered at Zach. “That’s a matter for debate.”

“I broke his nose last night.” She stabbed an index finger toward Zach. “Now it’s all...not broken.”

Austin’s eyes narrowed as he set off toward Cate’s school. “Let’s get you to class. Zach, if I turn and see any part of you following us, I’ll snap it off.”

Zach slunk away.

Cate shook Austin’s hand from her arm. She was done waiting for answers. “I think someone followed me home yesterday. What do you know about that?”

“Well spotted. We all followed you home yesterday.”

“Why? Who are you? What do you want?”

“I’m Austin. I’m nineteen and a Leo. I like long walks on the beach and—”

“Cut the crap. You’re too old to be in high school. If you followed me home, you saw me whack Zach. Don’t tempt me to slug you too. Who are you? What are you?”

Austin went from relaxed to warrior in an instant. “Everyone saw you punch Zach because your porch light was on. We’ll have to agree to disagree on the idea you could hurt me.”

“Really?” Her pent up frustration begged for release.

“I’d wipe the floor with you.” He raised his chin, full of confidence.

Cate shrugged. “You had fair warning.” She gave a knife-hand strike to Austin’s neck.

He smiled as he swatted her hand away. “You want to go there? Seriously?”

She used the same move with the other hand.

He slid away from her, as fluid and graceful as water. “Let’s not.”

With a shrug, she stepped closer, hands held in front of her. “You’re way too fast for me.” As Austin relaxed, she flashed forward and grabbed his shoulders. She smashed her knee into his groin. He doubled over, his face contorted in pain.

He attempted to stand as she came at him again, but there was no coming back from the pain of a hit that low. He landed on the ground, and she pressed a foot against his throat. “Let’s try this again.” She leaned and dug her thumb into his shoulder joint.

Austin’s face contorted as the new pain set in. Cate marvelled at how such a small spot could be so excruciating, every time and to everyone. “Do you know why Zach’s nose was irritatingly perfect just now?”

“Yes. That was low. Dirty, cheap, and...low,” he panted. The sparkle was back in his eyes, though.

She released the pressure for a second. “Don’t make me show you all the pressure points I know.”

“Knock yourself out. You can’t make me tell you anything I don’t want to.” Austin gritted his teeth as she reapplied pressure with her thumb. “You know how Rafe reads minds and compels people?”

She nodded.

“Zach has some new acquaintances. One of them has a healing power, and they used it to repair his broken nose. Now let go before I hurt you.”

The cut that disappeared on her foot and Eve’s disappearing graze now made slightly more sense. “Is a healing power common?”

“No. This time, you were warned.” He grabbed at her arm with his finger and thumb and pressed hard on her lower arm.

She winced and involuntarily released her hold on him. Cate’s elbows smacked against the pavement as Austin dumped her on her butt.

“Let’s try and be a bit civilised, shall we? Either that or let’s really have at it. A half-hearted fight is plain unsatisfying.” The intense look on his face made it clear he wasn’t kidding around.

Even she couldn’t believe her next words. “Could I have a healing power?”

“If you’re who I think you are, technically it’s not a healing power you have.”

She threw her hands in the air and kicked the ground with her heels. “I woke up to an entirely redecorated house and a life that is filled with friends I didn’t have yesterday. I’m going insane.”

“You aren’t going insane.” Austin smiled.

How many good girls had turned bad for that smile? “Your sexy little smile isn’t going to work with me.”

“And neither is your temper tantrum on the ground. It’s the same world as yesterday. It’s just been tweaked. You better hurry. Do you want your mum getting a phone call telling her you aren’t in class?”

Absolutely not! Cate didn’t need any more drama in her life at the moment. She scrambled to her feet and took off. When they reached the school gates, she struggled to catch her breath. Austin wasn’t even breathing hard.

He tapped the brass letters of the Socrates Private School motto, “Philosophia” on the granite post the iron gates were attached to. “That means ‘Love of Wisdom’ in Latin.’ This is one fancy school for such a small town.”

“Some obscure billionaire converted a monastery to the Socrates Private School a decade ago. Entrance is by invitation only and tuition is free. Every graduate is guaranteed a full academic scholarship to their choice of any of the top fifteen universities in the world.”

“That sounds like a pretty sweet deal.”

“You have to be super smart or excel in the arts to get accepted, and be prepared to live in a town with the largest detention centre in America. There are two juvenile delinquents to each law abiding citizen here,” Cate said.

“Did you get in on your academic or artistic talents?”

“Both actually. How’s Zach involved with all this?”

“Zach’s working with Jonah.”

She snorted. “That’s ridiculous. I know everyone Zach knows, and he doesn’t know Jonah.”

“He does in this altered time line.”

“Ah yes, the magically altered time line.” She rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing magical about Zach. I would have noticed that.”

Austin raised his eyebrow and shrugged.

“Can you tell me what you actually do?”

“I’m with the Midnight Society. We ensure every innocent leads a life free of magical manipulation. Jonah and his colleagues at the Maligo Order do the manipulating.” He dropped his head and looked at her through his long eyelashes.

His sexy little look wasn’t going to distract her. “What’s an innocent again?”

“A person with no magical powers.”

“So an ordinary person, like me?”

“There’s nothing ordinary about you. I said you didn’t have a healing power, not that you didn’t have any powers. Truthfully, I’m not sure who you are yet.” A dull thud was followed by metal grating on metal. Austin pointed to the school gates inching closed.

Cate hesitated. “Are you coming to class?”

Austin backed away and grinned. “Nope. Today I’m swamped protecting bona fide innocents, checking into loser new recruits, and researching you.”

The gates low metallic grind turned into a whine. Cate tugged her backpack off and squeezed through sideways. As Austin sauntered away, so many questions buzzed in her head.

If she wasn’t an innocent, what was she? Could she really have magical powers? She was done with following rules set by nameless and faceless people. A face-to-face conversation with the Naitanui person running this freak show was required. PRONTO!
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Eve tapped her watch as Cate rushed into their calculus class. With a reassuring smile at her friend and a fierce glare at Zach, she slid into her seat. Eve pointed toward the front of the classroom and mimed fanning her face.

Cate’s palms went clammy, and the short hairs on the nape of her neck stood on end when she saw who Eve was gesturing about. No way!

The Ralph Lauren model from the bus stop the other day handed some paperwork to the teacher and headed toward Cate.

Holy crap! What was Jonah doing in her class? Her legs tangled in the chair, and she tumbled onto the floor. Her heels skidded and scraped on the linoleum floor as a primal instinct to flee as far and fast as possible engulfed her.

Jonah loomed over her, blocking out the fluorescent lights. “Are you all right?” He held out his hand. “Let me help you up.”

A series of terrified squeaks escaped Cate. The memory of his fingers around her neck at the bus stop made her nauseous. It took a superhuman effort for her not to scream. She glanced frantically at the classroom door on the off chance that Austin or Rose had arrived to help her. They hadn’t.

Eve put herself between Cate and Jonah. “What a klutz. She’s fine.”

Cate should be able to handle this so much better than she was. She needed to get a grip.

“Hello, insanely hot bad boy!” Eve breathed as she righted Cate’s chair. “Do we know him?”

“No,” Cate lied. Her fingernails dug into her palms as she attempted to still her shaking hands.

“Ms. Zetrom, what are you doing on the floor?” Her calculus teacher gave her a quizzical look.

“Sorry, Sir.” Cate scrambled to her feet. She shuffled her chair away as an attack of the shivers set in. Zach and Jonah exchanged some form of greeting which involved fists and exploding noises. What the hell? How did they know each other?

Zach tapped Cate’s shoulder. “This is my cousin, Jonah. He’s transferred from Calf Creek in Texas.”

One hand moved to her throat while the other tapped her pencil at a furious pace. Keep it together, she chanted silently.

Jonah smiled at her. “Morning,” he drawled with no indication he recognised her. The fluorescent lights made his alabaster skin glow and highlighted his model cheekbones. He had the same grey eyes as Austin.

“Calf Creek,” Eve said. “Is that a real town?”

“Meet Eve.” Zach jerked his head toward Eve. “Cate and Eve are a two-for-one deal.”

“It’s a pleasure.” Jonah sizzled a smile at Eve.

He was way too attractive to be trusted. The ultimate tortured bad boy. “We already met at the bus stop on Sunday.” Cate blurted louder than she’d intended. Her cheeks burned.

“I don’t think so. I’d remember meeting you.” Jonah reached over and rested his hand on the pencil she was rapidly tapping on the desk. “You’re very...memorable.”

“Let go!” She snatched her hand away. “You were at the bus stop in the city on Sunday night. You drive a black Maserati, right?”

“Not today,” Jonah said.

The pencil slipped through her trembling fingers and rattled onto the desk. Austin and Jonah were both first-class liars.

“Seriously, is Calf Creek a real town?” Eve repeated.

Jonah stretched his long legs under the desk. “Yes indeed. A tornado went through last week. It flattened everything. So I’m spending the next few weeks with my cousin, Zach, to get the last few calculus credits I need for college while my folks sort through the rubble.”

While Eve quizzed Jonah, Cate shuffled her chair away. The increased distance failed to dull her fear he might casually lean over and snap her neck.

The teacher clapped his hands. “Pop quiz time! Books away and let’s delve into the world of derivatives. I know a love of calculus and the desire to learn is the reason you all got out of bed this morning.”

Cate tensed as Jonah leaned in. His warm breath sent goosebumps marching up her arm. “Let’s get together after school.”

“No chance.”

“I’m persistent,” Jonah replied.

“I know it was you at the bus stop on Sunday. Don’t insult my intelligence by denying it. I have a strict policy of not hanging out with anyone who’s attempted to kill me.”

“You seem to have forgotten that I said we’d laugh about what happened at the bus stop in a few years. I was only pretending to kill you.”

“Oh well, that makes it all fine.”

“So we can hang out?” Jonah asked.

“No, I was being sarcastic.”

Jonah chuckled. “I’ll spring for sticky date pudding with toffee ice cream?”

Cate stared straight ahead. That was her second favourite dessert. Disturbing.

“I would have suggested trifle, but your birthday is so close.”

Her mouth threatened to drop open, but she clenched her jaw hard. Trifle was her favourite dessert, and her birthday, which was next Saturday, was the only time her mum made it. “Since you were just pretending to be a murderous stranger, I’d love to hang out with you. Shall we say around four this afternoon?”

“Ah, I got the sarcasm that time. We aren’t strangers, though,” Jonah said.

“Back off, you lying tool!”

“Eyes down and no talking,” the teacher called.

She cast her eyes down and stared at her paper, determined to ignore Jonah. Cate was so distracted, that when her teacher announced there was two minutes remaining, the page in front of her was still blank. Where had the other eighteen minutes gone? She quickly checked a random box for each of the multiple choice questions on the pop quiz, finishing the last one just as the class was asked to pass their tests forward.

“Work on the problem on the whiteboard while I mark your quizzes.”

The numbers on the board blurred together. A sick feeling squirmed down Cate’s throat, and a migraine stabbed behind her right eye. She pressed the heel of her hand into her eye socket. That always helped dull the pain.

“Those migraines will be a thing of the past soon,” Jonah whispered.

She hadn’t told anyone about the ferocious migraines she’d been experiencing in the last few weeks. It was unnerving how much Jonah knew about her. “If you know I have a migraine, the polite thing would be to shut the hell up!”

For whatever reason, Jonah nodded and went back to completing the problem on the whiteboard. Cate stared as the hands of the clock ticked over. After eleven agonisingly slow minutes had passed, the teacher dropped her marked pop quiz on the desk. He shook his head and tapped the score. “Not your best work.”

“I could come to your house after school and help you with your calculus.” Jonah’s voice was like velvet. Smooth, warm and it made her want to touch him. He tapped the 100 percent scrawled in the right-hand corner of his paper and then the 25 percent on her paper.

Cate moved her paper out of his reach. “I’m sure you’re a real Mr. Helpful.”

Eve jumped up and down behind Jonah, mouthing, “Say yes! Say yes!”

“It’s a firm no,” Cate said.

“That’s code for she’d love you to come over and help.” Eve patted Jonah’s arm. “It’s a girl thing.”

“That’s settled then. I’ll be at your house at five this afternoon.” Jonah unwound himself from the chair. He looked even taller up close.

“Don’t come,” Cate said.

“Don’t listen to her; definitely, go,” Eve said.

Cate gave Eve a furious glare. “Seriously, today’s not good. I have training.”

“Zach tells me you’re a black belt.” Jonah ran a hand through his perfectly mussed hair.

“Jonah’s a black belt too. He’s a fifth Dan.” Zach stumbled as Jonah shoved him toward the door.

That was a total lie. He would have to be at least seventy to have earned five Dans. She jumped back as Jonah lifted his hand.

“Easy, Catherine,” he muttered.

Cate groaned. She knew that he knew she was scared of him. He had called her Catherine, and no one here ever called her that. Her name was Hannah Catherine Zetrom, but she’d gone by Cate since moving to Tempus Falls.

“I’ll see you at five tonight. You can show me your best moves as well as learn some calculus.” The bell for the next class rang, and Jonah headed off with Zach trailing behind.

“Wait,” Cate called.

Neither Zach nor Jonah responded.

“I don’t want you to come to my house,” she yelled to Jonah. “Ever.”

“Sure you do!” Eve said. “He’s bad in all the right ways. You just know there’s a whole lot of angst rolled up in that one. He’ll get better and better as you munch through the outer coating to get to the delicious burst of flavour in the centre.”

“He doesn’t do it for me.”

“Oh please! You’re blinded by boy band wannabe Austin.” Eve paused. “He does have a smile that could melt an iceberg in seconds, and I’m sure he knows how to show a girl a good time, but he’s not in the same league as Jonah. You’ve known Austin for as long as you’ve known me. Have you always had a secret thing for him?”

“No. I just woke up and it was like I was meeting him for the first time.” She smiled to herself. Clearly, she had missed her calling as a comedienne. “How do you think Austin got his scars?” Maybe Eve had that bit of information filed away in her brain as a result of Rafe’s mind control games.

Eve shrugged. “I don’t even see them when I look at him. I can’t remember him without them.”

Cate headed to anatomy. Eve could have the oh-so-fabulous Jonah. It was creepy that he knew stuff about her, though. On the bright side, four other black belts would be at her house if he showed that afternoon. And her mum was the fiercest of them all.
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Cate breathed a sigh of relief when her last class finished for the day. Today she had said hello to more people than in the entire last five years combined. Her cheeks ached from smiling. This new popular thing in this upside down world was weird and exhausting.

Rose, Rafe, and Eve waited on the lawn under the century-old maple tree at the front of the school. Rafe and Eve threw armfuls of autumn-tinged leaves at each other. Rose was too cool for that. Their cheerleading tryouts with Brittany were that afternoon. The fact Eve was head girl and trying out for cheerleading—incomprehensible.

Cate made her way to the oval with them but chose to show her support from the bleachers. She wouldn’t be cheerleading in any universe. Ever.

“You didn’t strike me as the go-team-go type,” a soft voice breathed at the back of her neck.

She spun, in protection mode in an instant. “Austin!”

“Look at you and your fancy black belt stance. Keep your punches up this time. I love a girl who fights first and asks questions later.”

If only he knew how much trouble being that girl had gotten her into. “Make some noise next time, will you? And don’t kid yourself into thinking you have any idea what type of girl I am.”

“You’re on edge. That’s completely understandable. We can be a scary bunch.”

“I’m not scared of you.” Her automatic response was truthful. She was more confused when it came to Austin. Jonah scared her. Big time.

Austin gave a knowing nod. “Sure you aren’t.”

“It’s true. My mum heads up the juvenile detention centre here, so I’m way harder to scare than your average person. We’ve had some choice individuals come knocking at our door. She’s a third Dan martial artist.”

“Is that who’s been teaching you your fancy black belt moves?” Austin rubbed at the V-shaped point in his hairline. Rose had that same widow’s peak. It was more prominent on Austin with his buzz cut.

“Yep. I had to swap my ballet classes for tae kwon do training when we moved to Tempus Falls. Mum insisted. And she can be unrelenting.”

Austin laughed. “I hear you. My mum will not let up until everything is done exactly to her specifications. It drives me insane!”

Even with all the peripheral weirdness, Austin stirred up some intense, unfamiliar feelings. One minute she wanted to fight him and the next...well...

“Heads up!” rang out across the school oval.

Austin snapped his fingers, and the brown leather football hung in midair, framed by white clouds. Everything and everyone froze like that day at the bus stop.

“Whoa,” Cate gasped. That was one serious party trick. The football had stopped a nanosecond before it thumped her fair on the nose. That would have been karma getting her back for smacking Zach. “More magic?”

“You asked about my powers. I can stop time.” Austin grabbed the ball, snapped his fingers again, and speared it back as everyone resumed their activities unaware of what had just happened. “You’re a trouble magnet.” He ignored her raised eyebrows. “Which again, I kind of like.”

“I don’t care what you like,” Cate said. But she did. Austin had saved her from a bomb, and now from getting her face squashed by a football. That made him kind of like her own personal knight in shining armour. He was one of the coolest knights in history. “Thanks for that,” she said as an afterthought.

“My pleasure.” Austin dipped his head, and the sunlight sent golden sparks dancing across his brown hair. “How’s the cheerleading going?”

She shrugged. “I’m the most unqualified person in the world to answer that question.” The winter sun’s rays created a delicious warmth across her back. Austin’s hand rested maddeningly close to her thigh as they watched the cheerleaders in silence. She shifted along the smooth, worn timber seat, just enough for his little finger to graze her thigh. His finger brushed her thigh a second time. When he looked her way, his storm-grey eyes promised Cate her own personal fairy tale. Every particle in her body fizzed and tingled with excitement. A nervous laugh escaped her as he leaned closer. The possibility of kissing him threw her stomach into chaos.

She blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Jonah was at school today. He’s visiting Zach.” There was no surprise on Austin’s face. He waited for her to continue. “He’s coming to my house tonight to help me with calculus and to train.”

“You invited someone who tried to kill you to your house. Are you sure you got into Socrates because of your academic prowess?”

“Yes and no. I mean...” Her mouth and brain struggled to connect. “Yes, I’m bloody clever. No, I didn’t invite Jonah. When he asked, I actually told him not to come, loudly and quite a few times, because I was worried about the risk of death. I think he’s still coming, though.”

“I reckon that’s a safe bet.”

It was impossible to stop Jonah, or anyone, from turning up at your house. “Do you think he’ll try and hurt me again? I could refuse to let him in. Or pretend not to be home.”

Austin chuckled. “They’re both pretty mediocre plans. The combined skills of you and your black belt mother should keep you safe.”

She bristled at his superior smile. “There will also be three juvenile delinquents from Mum’s detention centre there to protect me. I’ll be fine. How well do you know Jonah?”

“He’s more Rose’s friend than mine.”

“Oh. Oooh.” Austin’s words sunk in. “You mean they...you know?”

“Can we not go there?” Austin shuffled in his seat.

The sun disappeared behind a lone grey cloud, and a cool breeze sent a chill through Cate. If Rose and Austin were a couple, it would explain the weird keep-your-distance-from-Austin vibe she got from her. “It sounds complicated.”

“To say my relationship with Rose is complicated would be a gross under-statement.” The familiar sexy little smile, which now held a promise he couldn’t deliver on without being a dirty cheat, flitted across his face.

It was ridiculous how gutted she felt. “Is there anything you could share with me to help piece this all together? Please?” She heard the desperate edge in her voice.

“I would if I could, but I can’t.” His fingertips brushed lightly across her knuckles.

She snatched her hand away. “Can’t, won’t, it’s all the same.” She focused on the green and silver cheerleader uniforms soaring through the air. “I’ll figure it out.”

Rafe tossed Brittany high in the air. Part of Cate wanted him to drop her as penance for stealing Zach and humiliating her. Even if it was only for one day and no one but Cate now seemed to remember it. Go on, Rafe, drop her, she thought with a smile.

A commotion broke out on the cheer track. Bedlam replaced the synchronised bopping. Rafe screamed at Rose through his mind-speak, demanding she fix something.

Austin leapt to his feet. “I’ll see what’s happened.”

Eve backed away from the hysterical group of cheerleaders and threw up.

Without hesitation, Cate bolted over to the frantic cheer squad. “What’s going on?” She searched her friend’s white face.

“Brittany...” Eve stumbled, pointing toward the students crowded around something.

Move, move, move! Cate thought. The cheerleaders stepped out of her way revealing Brittany lying lifeless on the ground, her body contorted at awkward angles. Cate had wanted Rafe to drop the cheerleader who stole her boyfriend. Did I do that to Brittany?

Rose, Austin, and Rafe knelt around Brittany’s unmoving body.

“I can’t heal her,” Rose hissed. “You know the rules.”

His eyes wide, Rafe clutched Rose’s shoulders. “I caused this. It should never have happened. We can’t let her die.”

Austin surveyed the crowd. “There’s too many people around.”

Rafe leapt up and grabbed Austin. “I’ll fix it—no one will remember anything.”

“Naitanui will know. Brittany’s neck’s broken clean through and her heart’s stopped. I can’t heal a dead body,” Rose replied quietly.

“Someone call nine-one-one,” Cate shrieked. There was a flurry of movement as people searched for their phones.

Austin snapped his fingers, and everyone froze. “Rafe, fix this situation in everyone’s minds so it never happened. I’ll dispose of the body. You and Rose will need to create and implement an alternative cause of death thread with her family. This is messy.”

“But...” Rafe dragged his hands down his face.

“I can only hold them for a minute or so.”

“Fine!” Rafe clenched his fists. Phones away everyone. You won’t remember what you were looking for or why.

“No! She needs help.” Cate knelt and placed a hand on Brittany’s chest and checked for a pulse in her neck.

“She’s gone,” Rose said.

Cate saw Rose was correct, literally. It was as if she was looking at an X-ray. She could see the inner workings of Brittany’s body. Yikes! She snatched her hand away.

Curious, she again placed a hand on Brittany’s chest then pressed a tentative palm against her broken vertebrae. Instinct told her to concentrate, visualise the break mending and the dead cheerleader’s heart starting to beat. The girl’s heart shuddered and began to pound. Then Brittany groaned and moved her shoulders.

Cate squeaked and scuttled backwards. What the...? Panic sucked the air from her lungs. She could almost hear the clunk, clunk, clunk as her brain turned, fighting to comprehend the situation.

Austin knelt in front of Cate. “Are you going to throw up? Faint? Scream? Run away?”

She didn’t know.

Brittany sat up and shoved Rafe. “I hurt all over. You dufus! What’s the story with dropping me? You and your freak friends are never joining my cheer squad.” Her eyes flashed iridescent violet, sending a chill through Cate. Brittany’s eyes were blue. What did those violet eyes mean?

“Rafe, do your thing. None of us were here. Pick one of these other boys to be your fall guy for dropping Brittany.” Austin took Cate by the arm and forced her to stand. “You’re coming with me.”

“Ease up on my arm.” He released her, and she wobbled after him. Her legs were heavy and her head pounded. “I think I am going to throw up.” She collapsed and pushed her head between her knees. Slowly, her mind cleared and control of her body returned. She thumped the ground. “What the hell is going on?”

Austin slouched against a tree, sizing her up. “After that demonstration, it’s obvious who you are. I can’t leave you here and risk you disappearing.”

“Well conveniently, I can’t let you disappear until I get some answers.” She rubbed at the red marks where Austin had grabbed her arm. They were like a brand, and she belonged to no one. “If you can’t explain, then take me to someone who can.”

“That’s my plan.” Austin stalked over and hoisted her into his arms. “Take a deep breath, because this is going to give a whole new meaning to painful. Naitinui!”
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Cate’s surroundings spun; shapes twisted and morphed into indecipherable blurs. A kaleidoscope of colours exploded and sprayed stars across the curtain of black enveloping her. The stars hung in the darkness, then rocketed away, leaving a trail of silver. She jolted to a stop, hovering in a dark, soundless void. Austin’s fingers bit into her thigh as he folded her more tightly to his chest.

Something cold and metallic slammed into the base of her spine, and she hurtled into the darkness. Her skin was being wrenched in every direction like someone was trying to separate her flesh from her body. She bunched Austin’s shirt in her fists, pulling the soft, flannel material closer. The skin on her arm bubbled. Soft gurgles were followed by pops and hisses. Her terrified shrieks ripped through the darkness. Her blood was boiling.

The darkness dissipated. The spinning subsided, and the white-hot flames tearing through her veins cooled. The agony lingered. Colours and shapes came into focus as she stopped with a thwack.

“You scream like a banshee.” Austin set her on the ground and rubbed his ear. “I think I’m now partially deaf. You’re alive, though. I was pretty confident you’d survive.”

Cate’s ribs shrieked with each torturous breath. “Survive what?”

“Travelling through time before you’ve crossed over kills most people.”

“Travelling through time?” White clouds trailed across the sky, interrupted by the trees stretching toward the sun. The world tilted under her feet. Her legs buckled, and Austin’s hands were under her arms as he lowered her to the ground.

“I may have spoken too early,” he muttered. “It would be pointless and frankly damned weak of you to die now. You’ve lived through the worst bit.”

“I’ll haunt you if I die, and I’ll be one pissed off ghost,” Cate hissed.
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Warm, springy grass tickled her palms as she attempted to sit up. The sun stroked her face and soaked through her bones. Cool fingers pressed gently against her forehead.

“Cate.” Austin’s voice came from a long way off.

She wanted to yell, but her tongue felt like an enormous cotton ball. Her stomach felt icky like she needed to throw up.

“Come back.” Austin’s voice was closer now.

Her nausea ebbed as she focused on his rhythmic breathing. She peeled her eyelids open.

“I don’t know why I doubt myself. I’m never wrong.” Austin helped her stand.

Water cascaded down the sides of the steep, craggy rock formation, oblivious to the jagged edges. A riot of rainbows dappled through the spray, celebrating the end of the water’s journey. “Can I drink that?” she asked.

“Not advisable.” 

A tall, athletic guy with black and blond dreadlocks stepped from behind the waterfall.

“Hi, Naitanui,” Austin said.

Cate’s jaw snapped open. “You’re Naitanui?”

He didn’t look much older than Austin. A wetsuit hung around his hips, and he had a battered yellow surfboard tucked under an arm. The white zinc on his nose and lips glowed like war paint against his ebony skin. His yellow eyes met hers.

Panther, Cate thought.

“Cate, Naitanui. Naitanui, Cate,” Austin said, looking supremely relaxed.

“I brought a dead cheerleader back to life,” she blurted.

Naitanui’s luminous yellow eyes widened.

“I probably would have gone with ‘hello’ to break the ice. But that was definitely another option,” Austin said.

“Where am I?” Cate demanded.

“You’re outside the Break,” Austin said.

“You could have killed her.” Naitanui gave Austin a look Cate was all too familiar with. Her mother used it often. It came with an ‘I’ll deal with you later’ clause.

“But I didn’t. We found her. I couldn’t risk her vanishing.”

“Inside.” Naitanui stepped backwards through the cascading water.

“Huh?” Cate pulled back, digging her heels into the ground and crossing her arms. The water didn’t splash on Naitanui’s head. He had passed through the waterfall, leaving it undisturbed. Until Austin did some explaining, she wasn’t going to take a step further.

“Have it your way.” Austin bent and grabbed her behind the knees, then slung her over his shoulder.

“Put me down.” She pounded on his back with her fists. Unperturbed, he strode toward where Naitanui had disappeared. A shudder ran through her, and before she knew it, the waterfall was behind them. They’d walked straight through and arrived dry on the other side. She stretched to touch the water, and her fingers glided through nothing. Another shudder ran up her arm, yet it remained dry.

“It’s a glamour.” Austin set her down. “More magic.” He strolled farther into the cave, heading for an opening in the rock wall. The slightest hint of light filtered through the gap.

She looked from Austin to the waterfall, deliberating whether to run away or follow.

“You can’t go back to two thousand and fourteen without me. Come and learn about time travel.” Austin ducked through the archway. “You demanded I bring you here for answers, so man up and come get them.”

Little puffs of red dirt rose as she marched after him. Time travel. What the hell? This wasn’t going at all the way she expected it to. Austin sank lower into the ground the farther he walked. If she lost him, she’d be screwed. She hesitated at the tunnel entrance. Austin was halfway down the longest line of steps she had ever seen.

Light filtered through openings high above, highlighting the descent with a faint glow. She prodded with her toe and found the next step. With a deep breath, she slid forward. Her outstretched arms reached either side of the tunnel, and her fingers brushed smooth, undulating rock.

She wrinkled her nose as damp air that smelled of old something engulfed her. Austin disappeared around a bend. Cate slipped and skidded as she made her way down the uneven steps following his annoying, tuneless whistle. She turned the bend, and her jaw hit the floor.

“Welcome to the Break. This is the command centre for the Midnight Society.” Austin plonked down on a plush black leather chair and swung his boots onto a massive, rectangular stone table. He pointed to a crystal jug and glasses at the far end. “There’s some water there if you still want a drink.”

The rock walls stretched as high as Cate could see. The space was bigger than a football field. “What is this place?” Tunnel entrances sat at random intervals around the walls.

“It’s an extinct volcano,” Austin said.

“Don’t they erupt?”

“I said extinct volcano—the risk of an eruption is pretty low.”

Cate had seen NASA headquarters on television. This looked like NASA on steroids. Three enormous flat screens, each the size of a bus, were fixed end to end along one rock wall. Overhead a line of six transparent cubes hung along the middle of the room. The faces of each cube were the size of a movie screen and showed a three-dimensional image. They rotated slowly around their own axis, providing a 360-degree view of the scene they displayed. A row of tables sat under the cubes, their glass tops flashing with neon lights. The lights stopped and the table tops displayed a picture for a few seconds. The process then repeated. There was a real “NASA meets Lord of the Rings” vibe. She saw no people anywhere, though.

“Is that me?” Cate squeaked, pointing to a cube.

“Yes.” Naitanui adjusted a glowing dial and smacked a red button on one of the computer consoles. He’d changed into an old white T-shirt and faded red board shorts. “Hold that thought. I have two teams returning from their missions.”

Two men wearing old fashioned life jackets appeared in the centre of the room, dripping with water and shivering. “The ship hit the iceberg and then sank on schedule three hours later. Instead of the sixteen lifeboats she actually carried on that maiden voyage, the full complement of twenty lifeboats she was built to carry as well as some extras were available. Mortez hid the extra ones in the storage area with a glamour. Her people were also embedded in the crew to attempt to pack more passengers into each lifeboat. We effectively nullified her attempts to minimise loss of life. The ship took two minutes to completely sink after it snapped in half. The Carpathia arrived an hour and a half after the ship sank and rescued seven hundred and five passengers. The necessary one thousand, five hundred and seventeen men, women and children perished. The time line is intact.” A tall man with grey hair and a moustache reported.

Naitanui nodded. “Well done, gentlemen. Dismissed.”

“Are they talking about the Titanic?” Cate asked.

“Yes, Mortez regularly attempts to rectify that tragedy.” Naitanui didn’t look up.

“But that would be a good thing.”

“It’s not what history intended. After the Titanic had sunk, changes were made to how ships were constructed. Safety regulations which are still used today were put in place to ensure inadequate lifeboats would never be a problem again. Now if you’ll turn your mind to the cubes. That’s you breaking Zach’s nose on your first day at Socrates and this one is you graduating,” Naitanui stated.

“What?” Her heart took off in a sprint as she searched the cubes for her graduation. “I don’t graduate for another two years. Do these show the future?”

Rafe meandered into the room. “I distinctly remember telling you that no one can predict the future.”

Back to 2014 Austin had said before.

Rose strutted in behind Rafe. They were both still in their cheerleading outfits. Their sleeveless shirts showed, like Austin, the numbers tattooed in blue down their inner arms. Rafe only had two. The numbers stretched from Rose’s bicep to halfway down her forearm.

“We’ve cleaned up the mess,” Rose said to Naitanui. “Where is everyone?”

“In lockdown at the Shack,” Naitanui replied as he hit a few more buttons.

A woman appeared in the middle of the room dressed in flared jeans and a striped turtleneck. “I need at least ten geeky and off-the-charts-smart Timesurfers for back-up if you ever want the likes of Word, Excel or an iPhone, iPad, or i anything for that matter in use throughout the general population. Did you know Bill Gates got one thousand five hundred and ninety out of sixteen hundred on his SATs when he took them? Interestingly its rumoured Will Smith got a perfect sixteen hundred. Anyway, I can’t watch Gates, Jobs and Wozniak. Mortez has a bucket load of her people back there engaging them. I need help. These guys shaped our world. They’re important.” She looked Cate up and down. “I’m Elle.”

Cate nodded. “Hi.”

“I will get you back-up, Elle,” Naitanui said.

“Right. Send them through ASAP. Mortez wants exclusive rights and access to their technology. If she can’t have that, she’ll attempt to destroy it all. Please ensure they’re über geeky and super smart.” Elle flickered and vanished.

“She’s highly strung,” Austin said.

“You really travel through time?” Cate’s brain had reached and passed weird information overload. She slumped on a chair someone had placed behind her. “I am going insane,” she muttered through her hands.

Austin tapped the leg of her chair. “I told you before you weren’t going insane.”

“Then why am I the only person who sees all these freaky changes?” Cate shrieked. “And there’s the Brittany thing,” she finished lamely. “I could literally see she had a broken neck and her heart had stopped beating. Then she came back to life. I brought her back to life.”

“We see the changes,” Austin said.

She exhaled. “And strangely that doesn’t comfort me at all, but I’ll play. Why can we see these things, while everyone else remains blissfully oblivious?”

Naitanui rubbed his temple. “We’re all Timesurfers.”

Cate stared silently for a few seconds. “I’m certainly not one of those.”

Naitanui continued unperturbed. “Timesurfers protect history from magical manipulation. So it’s imperative we recognise when history has been tampered with. History resets every day at midnight and only a Timesurfer sees the alternate time lines. That’s why you see differences in your world from day to day. Right now, you only see a different reality, not the details behind how the altered time line came about because you haven’t crossed over into our world yet. The Midnight Society teams travel back in time and reset things to the way history intended them to be.”

All eyes turned her way. “Now would be an excellent time for me to wake up or...something.”

“You’re destined to be part of our world,” Naitanui said.

Cate rolled her eyes. “I personally find the whole destiny thing to be overrated. It rarely ends well and involves extensive death and sacrifice for the greater good. None of which are really my thing.” She just wanted to go home and spend an ordinary, non-magically manipulated day with Eve.

“Could you be any more apathetic?” Austin glared at her. “The ability to raise the dead is wasted on you.”

She gave Austin the filthiest look she could muster. “I didn’t choose to be a Timesurfer or to be able to raise the dead.”

“No one chooses to be a Timesurfer. We’re born to this life. It’s in our blood,” Austin said.

“Yes, I get it’s not a career, it’s a destiny,” Cate said. Another outrageous cliché.

“Oh, I like that line. It’s dramatic,” Rafe said. “I’m going to use it.”

“People will miss me. I have to make contact every night at six o’clock or an army will come searching for me. My mum—”

“Spare us the details about your mother,” Rose groaned.

“Enough.” Naitanui signalled for everyone to stop. “I guarantee you’ll be home for your required six o’clock communication. Please hear me out.”

She dragged her hands down her face. Reluctantly, she admitted it was impossible to ignore all the weird things that had happened since Sunday at the bus stop. The damage was done. Her world had changed. What if she was going to make terrible decisions or become a horrible person? This was her chance to find out and maybe change that if she wanted to. “So Timesurfers control history?”

“We don’t control history, we protect it,” Naitanui said.

“Isn’t that the same?” Cate asked.

A sad smile spread across Naitanui’s face. “The two could not be more different. To protect requires difficult decisions. Ours is a world of black and white.”

Cate rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “What does that mean in plain English?”

“The world wars, bubonic plague, the sinking of the Titanic—are all disasters that could be avoided in an alternate history. If Mortez seeks to remedy these types of events, our job is to ensure history runs its course as intended. We do what it takes to ensure these tragedies unfold.”

“You stand by and let people die?” A sprinkling of doubt floated through Cate’s head. How could letting people die be acceptable for any reason?

“It’s much worse than that. We make sure people die.” There was no hint of an apology on Naitanui’s face. “We monitor the past, and when we see a deviation, I send a team back in time to rectify it. We ensure history unravels as intended, without magical manipulation.”

“Think.” Austin tapped his temple. “Today, you woke to a world with an altered history.”

The changes she saw this morning raced through her mind.

Rose groaned. “Let me spell it out. You travelled through time with Austin to our present. Our present is your future. Your present is our past. We travelled back to two thousand and fourteen to disarm a bomb Jonah set to kill a future prodigy with a prolific talent for making nuclear weapons. You got in the way and Jonah aborted the mission.” Rose strolled over and leant close enough for Cate to feel her warm breath against her cheek. “Mortez has never aborted a mission before. What’s so special about you to make that happen?”

Cate shifted in her chair. “I don’t know anyone called Mortez. There were lots of people at the bus stop. It might have nothing to do with me.”

Rose shook her head. “Oh buy a vowel! You were the only one moving at the bus stop, you can raise the dead, and Mortez has sent Jonah back to take an interest in you. Jonah aborting his mission is all because of you.”

“Jonah is Zach’s cousin. Maybe you should talk to Zach? He’s certainly benefiting from this new altered history.” Cate felt zero guilt dropping Zach right in it.

“I don’t know how Zach fits into this.” Austin paced as he spoke. “The cheerleader lay dead on the ground, and hey presto, up she jumped, freaking alive, with glowing violet eyes. If that doesn’t scream ‘Hello, I’m a zombie!’ then I don’t know what does. Cate healed her foot and her friend’s leg. She wasn’t affected by the time stop and she’s immune to Rafe and my powers. It’s her.”

Cate resisted the urge to put her fingers in her ears and chant “la, la, la” loudly.

“About the cheerleader,” Naitanui raised his voice over the ruckus.

Austin turned to Rafe. “Why did you drop the girl? You can hold up a ten tonne truck for hours, and to say your reflexes are quick is an understatement. How the f—”

“Language!” Rose interrupted.

“I dropped her because someone told me to. I didn’t want to. I just...had to.” Rafe slammed the table and kicked his stool over.

Cate shuffled in her chair and busied herself smoothing the pleats on her green school skirt. Cold fear trickled down her shoulder blades. She was pretty sure she had made Rafe drop Brittany.

“I don’t remember Rafe making any attempt to catch Brittany.” Rose tapped her teeth. “Are you saying someone compelled you to drop her?”

Rafe shrugged. “My brain told me I had to throw her in the air and walk away—so I did.”

Naitanui steepled his fingers under his chin and contemplated Cate. “I believe it was Cate who inadvertently compelled Rafe to drop Brittany.”

All eyes turned Cate’s way. She drew a circle in the dirt with her the toe of her shoe, squirming under everyone’s gaze. Her eyes fixed on the red flecks of dirt swirling through the air and settling on her shoe. She had wanted Rafe to drop Brittany. It was just a stupid thought. She didn’t mean for it to actually happen.

Rafe glared at Cate. “But it’s impossible to compel other Timesurfers.”

“Mortez has gone to enormous trouble to hide and protect Cate. It’s no surprise she’s a little different,” Naitanui said.

She detested the idea of being different. Only mothers thought different was a good thing. Serial killers were always referred to as being different when they were children. “Mortez didn’t hide me. Two covert international agencies collaborated to do that.”

Naitanui waved his hand. “I’m aware of the witness protection program. It has no impact on my records. Mortez hid you using powerful magic.”

Cate plonked her face on the table and rested her hands on her head. More magic. Please let this end.

The flashing lights highlighted Austin’s scars as he paced. They were an exact match to the crimson checks on his shirt. “Oh, come on! It has to be her. That’s why I brought her here.”

Cate pinched the bridge of her nose. “You have all these magical powers. How damned hard can it be for you to identify me?”

Naitanui ambled over to stare at one of the cubes. “The magic Mortez used to cloak you from my instruments is ancient and powerful. It’s unravelling little by little, but there are many layers to it. Until I confirm exactly who you are, my Timesurfers will stay with you.”

What could she have done or become that was so damned important to everyone? She needed to stay close to the Timesurfers to find out.

“Austin, take her back.”

“But—” Cate and Austin chorused.

“That’s an order,” Naitanui said quietly.

Cate shrunk back into her chair. This guy you clearly didn’t mess with.

“Fine.” Austin took a brutal hold on Cate’s arm. “Again, this will be uncomfortable.”
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Cate closed her eyes as the world spun. Fireworks pierced her eyelids like a thousand hot needles as she hovered in a dark void. Cold metal smashed into the base of her spine. As she hurtled through the darkness, the burning started. Boiling blood had nothing on this new agony. She wanted to claw her skin open and release the fire from inside her body. If she fainted, she would escape the torture. Her brain remained defiantly clear and focused on not letting her lose consciousness. The pain was bigger, and she was more aware this time around. Someone kill me now! PLEASE!

She landed spread-eagle on the ground. The damp grass sent shivers down her spine but soothed her burning cheek. She spat out the grass and dirt that somehow ended up in her mouth.

“It gets worse before it gets better.” Austin helped her up. “Watch your thoughts. Think before you, well...think.”

She tugged her arm a few times, trying to escape the death grip Austin had on her. “If you’re rifling through my brain with your little Time-Jedi tricks, stop it.” At this rate she wouldn’t have a brain to rifle through, it was taking such a beating.

“I can’t read your mind, happy?”

She was light years away from happy. “How do you travel through time like that?”

“It’s a combination of magic and science. Your body dematerialises—”

“No! You look like you’ve stepped from one room to another.” She smoothed her hair and removed a few blades of grass. “I look like I’ve been pulled through a tornado.”

He chuckled as he plucked random plant matter from her hair. His broad shoulders blocked the sun, which outlined him with its silver glow. As his hand ran through her hair, tingles shimmered over her scalp. “I’ve been surfing for longer than you’ve been alive. It takes practice.”

She swatted his arm away. “What, so now you’re a century old, immortal, magical time traveller who’s frozen forever at sixteen?”

“Whoa! Big leap there. I’m nineteen, but I’ve been timesurfing since before I could walk. My mum, who is an immortal, hid out in a different time each week until I was five. She had a relationship that went bad.”

“Your mother’s an immortal?”

“Keep up.”

Cate decided to ask the question she was dreading the answer to. “Do you really think I turned Brittany into a zombie?”

Austin scratched his head. “Well she was dead, and then alive. I think by definition that makes her a zombie.”

“So what does that mean?”

Austin shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea. I’ve never encountered a zombie before. She seemed harmless enough, though. Anyway, I’m off. Eve’s headed this way from cheer practice. ETA, two minutes.”

“But we’ve been gone for ages.”

Austin grinned. “Perks of time travel. Spend as long as you want in my present and only lose a few minutes in your present. That’s my past.”

“Yeah, I got that. Why do Timesurfers call Mortez and Naitanui before they travel through time?”

“It’s kind of like throwing a magical rope to the two of them to hold onto so they can guide their Timesurfer to the correct time and dimension. You can travel without doing it but it’s way riskier. Parallel dimensions can be tough to come back from.”

Cate rolled her eyes. “I’m sure they are. When you were talking to Naitanui before, who did you think I was?”

“The magic won’t let me say.”

Austin’s impish grin frustrated her. He pushed all her buttons so effortlessly with his infectious, boyish charm and the promise of an uncomplicated good time. “You know I’m going to tell Eve everything?”

He shrugged. “It’s you risking the frontal lobotomy. Naitanui!” He flickered and disappeared.

“Here you are!” Eve half skipped and half ran across the grass.

“How was cheerleading?” Cate asked, already knowing the answer.

Eve prodded Cate with her toe. “Now you’re just being weird. There is nothing I’m more likely to not be doing than cheerleading.”

“But you’re still head girl?”

“They can’t revoke my head girl badge for a continued commitment to not being a cheerleader.”

Eve was oblivious to ever being at cheerleading practice. Rafe had altered everyone’s memories. “Do I look different to you?” Cate asked.

“Different how?”

“In any way?”

Eve tugged a packet of chocolate biscuits from her canvas backpack. “No. But you’re acting strangely.”

“I’ve had the weirdest day ever. If I don’t tell someone, I think my brain’s going to implode.”

“There’s a nasty visual.”

“I’m serious.”

“Hit me with it.” Eve plonked cross-legged on the ground and looked up expectantly. “Can you hurry? I’m getting a damp butt.”

As much as Cate wanted to blurt out everything from the bomb at the bus stop to bringing Brittany back from the dead, she needed to set things up so Eve would be sure to believe her. After contemplating how much to censor the events of the past few days, she went exclusively with the altered time line of today and her trip to the future with Austin. The rest she could weave in when, or if, Eve was onboard.

Eve didn’t break eye contact as Cate explained her day from the renovated house to their new overnight popularity, and finally to her fiery trip with Austin.

“Well?” Cate pushed.

Eve chewed her lip and held up her hand. “I need a minute or so more.”

As each minute ticked by, Cate’s anxiety ratcheted higher.

“I always expected time travellers to arrive in a burst of lightning. Naked and crouched in the terminator pose, like Arnold Schwarzenegger,” Eve said finally.

The story sounded far-fetched even to Cate, and she’d lived it. “So you don’t believe me?”

“I want to believe you.”

“But?”

“You’re my friend. If you’re sick, I want to help you.”

“I’m not sick.”

Eve pinched the bridge of her nose. “I have always thought I was destined for bigger things. And I pride myself on being extremely open minded. If you are making this up, you’re beyond help and I’ll lose you to a psychiatric ward forever. Better to keep you around as long as I can. I’ll keep notes. That way my million dollar book deal can pay your future medical bills, which, let’s face it, might be substantial.”

While Eve couldn’t hide her anxiety, she had taken her crazy news better than Cate could ever have imagined.

“So a quick recap.” Eve ticked off each item on her fingers as she said it. “You have confirmed Austin, Rose, and Rafe are Time...what were they again?”

“Timesurfers,” Cate said. “Jonah is too, but he’s with the Maligo Order. The Order is the evil nemesis of the Midnight Society, which is the group Austin, Rose and Rafe are a part of.”

“Ok. So there are different Timesurfer gangs and they don’t like one another much. Today you travelled to the future with Austin and it was revealed you are also a Timesurfer—”

“Quite a special one,” Cate broke in.

Eve rolled her eyes. “And that is supported by the fact only you see the alternate time lines each morning which are revealed when history resets at midnight.”

“That’s it in a nutshell.” She kept the healing thing to herself. “Naitanui is the leader of the Midnight Society. His Timesurfers protect history from being magically manipulated by the Maligo Order, which is controlled by someone called Mortez.”

“And why is everyone so interested in you? What makes you special?”

“No idea. My true identity and historical path are apparently being cloaked by powerful, ancient magic.”

“Of course they are.” Eve laughed. “I can’t believe we had no friends yesterday. You, maybe, but I’m a delightful person. Who would I want to play me in the book to movie adaptation? This is all kinds of exciting. It could be awesome.”
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Cate motioned Eve to stay quiet and behind her as she cautiously elbowed open the blue front door of her house. She heard familiar voices from the kitchen. “It’s safe to come in.” 

“Well, that’s a relief! You might want to dial down the dramatics a tad.” Eve’s eyes swept over the newly decorated lounge room. “It looks the same to me.”

“Only I can see the changes—it should look the same to you. You’re not a Timesurfer.”

“So weird!” Eve muttered. “My brain has always been far superior to yours. Maybe I’m too clever to be a Timesurfer.”

Cate ignored her.

“Hi, Honey. Hello, Eve.” Her mother stood at the sink, dressed in black training clothes. She pulled a knife from her leg strap and twirled it through her fingers. She diced the carrots on the chopping block with ninja speed and returned the knife into its holder, all the while smiling and maintaining eye contact with them. Her mother, not losing a finger while she cooked, was a miracle.

“Evie!” chorused the three teenage boys scattered around the new kitchen bench. Balthazar’s buzz cut, Melchior’s shaggy blond hair, and Gaspar’s scarlet curls were familiar sights around the house. 

“Are you staying for dinner, Eve?”

“Thanks, but no, Mrs. Zetrom.”

Her mum gave Eve a stern look. “Eve, what do I always say? Please call me Emme.”

“Sorry, Emme. Mum’s demanded my presence tonight.” Eve rolled her eyes. “Family bonding time.”

“I applaud your mother.” Cate’s mum grabbed a serrated knife from her arm strap, pointing the curved tip toward Eve. “I insist we sit down to dinner as a family as often as possible. There’s no better way to keep in touch with a teenager’s life. It’s so moment to moment.”

“Sure it is.” Cate opened the shiny new refrigerator door. “Anything to eat?”

“All that sugar so late in the day.” Her mum tut-tutted at the empty packet of biscuits in Eve’s hand. “Do not think of touching the trifle.”

“There’s no trifle in there.” Cate shouldered the refrigerator door shut and chomped into a chicken drumstick.

Her mum groaned. “Your brother is having a sleepover; everyone took something for dinner. Xavier should have taken that chicken you’re inhaling. He’s grabbed the trifle instead.”

“That trifle was for my birthday this weekend.” Xavier would be dead when Cate got hold of him.

“I’ll make another,” her mum said. “Have you ever missed out?”

“Well...no,” Cate grumbled.

“I rest my case,” her mum stated. “I trust you had a fight-free day today. No more of Zach’s blood was spilled, and you didn’t break any bones in other people’s bodies?”

Eve snickered and Cate glared at her.

“What?” Eve said. “That’s funny. It never gets old, even after all these years.”

Well, Cate thought, technically I did have a fight-free day. I also brought a cheerleader back to life, went on a trip to the future, and discovered I’m a magical Timesurfer. “Do you have to ask me that every day after school?”

“Apparently, I do. I checked on Zach last night, as I promised his parents I would while they’re away. Why would you punch him again?”

“He asked for it.” Damn her mother and her good neighbourly deeds. “That was last night, not today, and I wasn’t fighting, per se. It was one punch. I didn’t even break any bones. A nose is made of cartilage.”

The ‘do not split hairs with me’ glare from her mother made Cate cringe. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

“Guy’s a loser! I say well done, you,” Balthazar called from the table, where he was using a paring knife to peel a green apple. He never tired of trying to remove the skin in one unbroken piece.

Her mum gave him a fierce look. “You don’t have a track record of making the best choices, Balthazar. Have you boys finished with your vegetables?”

“These snow peas are top and tailed.” At nineteen, Balthazar was the oldest of the three and a real man mountain. His eyes were a bright sea green, and his brown hair was never more than a half an inch long.

Gaspar crunched an enormous bite from an apple Balthazar had finished peeling. “Broccoli chopped,” he spluttered through his mouthful.

Melchior waved a green, leafy vegetable. “I’ve chopped the end off whatever this is.”

“Must have been a challenge, Mel.” Eve winked. “Any energy left for training?”

“I’ve got energy for anything you want, Baby!” Melchior leered at Eve. His shaggy blond hair, intense green eyes, and chiselled jaw made him a favourite with the girls. His eighteenth birthday party last year proved that.

Gaspar, the youngest of the three at seventeen, piped up. “There’s no way she’d choose you when she could have me.” He was gangly after growing a foot last summer. His scarlet curls bounced as he nodded vigorously. “Come on, Eve—tell Mel I’m right.” His brown eyes stood out against his pale skin, which freckled instead of tanned.

“Neither of you are my type.” Eve grinned affectionately. “I see you too much; I know you too well. You’re like my brothers.”

“Stop hitting on my friend.” Cate slammed the refrigerator door after retrieving another piece of chicken. “It’s creepy. Mum, make them stop.”

“Everyone, outside and warm up,” her mum barked.

Cate deliberated how to tell her mum about Jonah. “Zach’s cousin is coming over. He’s apparently some Grand Master in the making.”

“Does this dude have a name?” Balthazar asked.

“Jonah.” Eve and Cate chorused.

A knife clattered into the sink as her mum yelped.

“Are you cut?” Cate asked.

Her mum held her finger up. “False alarm. Jonah’s welcome. Your friends are always welcome here. Don’t hesitate to bring any of them home. Follow me outside boys. Cate, suit up and join us.” Her mum opened the back door and bowed before heading out. The three boys hovered at the door, their eyes averted.

Sunlight glinted on the knife blade in the sink. A single red droplet slid off the knife and into the sink. It looked like blood. She might be jumping to conclusions, though. It could be that disgusting red drink Balthazar downed each day before he trained. Her mum had no reason to lie.

“I’m off.” Eve headed to the front door.

A sizzling ball of yellow in the sky, the sun prepared to disappear. “I’ll get one of Mum’s misfits to walk you home. SOMEONE! Come and walk Eve home,” she bellowed over her shoulder. A flurry of pushing and shoving followed, just as Cate’s 6:00 p.m. reminder alarm went off.

“Settle. Kettle.” Gaspar appeared around the corner. “There might be someone back in Australia who didn’t hear you. I’ll be your protector this evening.” He linked arms with Eve. “It would be my pleasure to escort you home.”

Cate trudged up the stairs, texting as she peeled her school uniform off.

CATE: “HOME”

PIP: “? YOUR DAY?”

CATE: “FINE”

PIP: “HOT GUY HEADED UP FRONT PATH. NEW BOYFRIEND?”

Pip was obviously nearby again today. Cate was more closely watched than usual this week.

CATE: “NOPE”

PIP: “TOO BAD”

She deleted their conversation. Her socks were stained red from the dirt at the Break, and there was a grass stain on the shoulder of her shirt. She let her hair down from her bun and clipped in her rainbow hair extensions. As she stepped into her white cotton training pants, she contemplated how to begin a conversation with her mum about Brittany. “So, Mum, today I brought a dead cheerleader back to life.” Too direct. She pulled on her white tank top and tied her crossover. The doorbell sounded. Jonah was here!

Her heart sprinted. There was no time to be paralysed by the fear of possible death. This was her opportunity to find out more about the Timesurfers. Carpe diem. She raced from her room and leapt over the bannister, thrilled when she stuck the six-foot drop landing.

“That was an impressive entry.” Jonah slouched against the open front door with Balthazar. Her heart continued to beat double time. She was careful to keep Balthazar between herself and Jonah.

“You need to be more selective about who you invite over,” Balthazar said with a ferocious glare at Jonah. “This one has trouble written all over him.”

“Like I care what you think.” Messing with Balthazar was one of Cate’s favourite things to do. She was also over people telling her what to do and think.

“Bite me! Bring your suitor in and introduce him. I’m going to get a front row seat for his meet and greet.” Balthazar swaggered down the hall.

“Permission to enter?” Jonah leant through the doorway, one arm resting on each side. A leather duffel bag hung over his shoulder.

Cate’s bravado flickered, but she steeled herself. There would be no more being a victim. She poked his chest with her finger. “Not so fast. What’s in the bag?”

He leant against the doorframe, relaxed, confident, and tall. His unruly hair and beautiful face gave him the perfect grimy-to-gorgeous ratio. “Training clothes. Want to see?”

“I’ll pass. So the word is you’re a Timesurfer with the evil Maligo Order, which is run by someone called Mortez?”

“Someone’s had an enlightening afternoon. Evil is a bit harsh.”

“I travelled through time to the future and had an informative conversation with Naitanui and his Timesurfers. I think evil fits perfectly. You tried to kill me. Twice, if you count the bomb and the near strangulation.”

“Let it go. The bomb was never about you. I disarmed it as soon as I realised you were in the kill zone.”

“Then you promptly attempted to strangle me.”

“I already explained, I was only pretending to strangle you.”

“And I suppose you’ve some amazingly complex reason for doing that?”

The genuine regret and sadness that clouded Jonah’s face were unexpected. “I had hoped it would save you from being discovered by the Midnight Society and all the palaver which was guaranteed to follow.”

“Naitinui doesn’t know who I am.”

“Powerful, ancient cloaking magic will do that.”

Magic was not her friend at the moment. “But you know who I am. You knew about my migraines and what my favourite dessert is. What’s the story?”

He drummed his fingers against the doorframe. “I’m not having this conversation standing at your front door. Permission to enter?”

This could end badly. But Cate also wanted to discover what the hell was going on. No guts. No glory. “Fine!” Against her better judgement, she let Jonah in. “Don’t blame me if this is a trap and you end up dead.”

“I’m confident I can hold my own should this be a trap.”

“Cate!” her mother hollered from the backyard.

“We’ll finish with this discussion after training.” She ushered Jonah through the house, careful to keep him in front of her and at a safe distance. He stepped back to let her through the kitchen doorway. She hesitated. The last thing Cate wanted was to have her back to him. She jumped as his fingers brushed her shoulder.

“Don’t be scared,” he said.

“I’m not.” She forced a smile. “Don’t ever touch me again without my permission.”

“Understood. I apologise.” He pushed the door open, careful to avoid touching her.

Her mind flashed back to the moment his fingers had been around her throat. Here, surrounded by her mum and the boys, she couldn’t be safer. Her blind terror at the sight of Jonah had been replaced by intrigue. He obviously knew her in the future, and she kind of felt drawn to him. Like their souls recognised one another. She cringed inwardly at even thinking such a lame thought.

“Don’t worry; mothers are my speciality.”

He had misunderstood her hesitation. “You don’t know my mother. She’s one of a kind.” Cate bowed and headed out to the backyard. “Mum, this is...this is Zach’s cousin, Jonah.”

Balthazar and Melchior thrust out their chests and assumed the alpha male stance, arms folded with feet planted wide, to stare down Jonah.

“Hello, Jonah,” her mother said, followed by her best principal smile.

Cate breathed a small sigh of relief at how excellent her mum was at dealing with the weird and unexpected.

Jonah inclined his head and shook her mother’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ma’am. I’m honoured to be invited into your home.”

There was an old world charm about Jonah, which was so manly. Balthazar coughed and mumbled something that sounded like “loser” which earned him a glare from Cate and a lazy grin from Jonah.

“Boys,” her mother warned, holding a hand toward Balthazar and Melchior, shuffling behind her. There was a weird vibe between Jonah and the boys, particularly Balthazar.

“Do you have some training gear with you, Jonah?” her mother asked.

He nodded and tapped the leather duffel bag that hung over his shoulder.

Her mother appraised Jonah. “I have zero tolerance for insubordinate behaviour. My time. My do-jang. My rules. No exceptions.”

“Always.” Jonah murmured. As he sauntered past the boys, their eyes flashed with amusement.

Her mum rolled her eyes, but her mouth twitched as if she was holding back a smile. What was Cate missing?
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Cate’s thighs were on fire. If she had to hold this wall squat for much longer, she’d disintegrate from the inside out. She blew at an irritating strand of damp hair stuck near her right eye.

“Get a foot lower,” her mother called to her. “Your thighs should be parallel with the ground, not at a random angle of your choice. Get down or everyone spends another three minutes doing this.”

The groans and murmurs about maiming forced Cate to suck it up and slide lower. Her heels dug into the grass, exposing the rich, black dirt underneath. She inhaled the fresh, earthy smell. Pink, orange, and yellow streaked the grey evening sky. She peeked at Jonah, who was killing this training session. Balthazar was a first-rate martial artist, but Jonah was in a whole other league.

“Two minutes to go!” her mother barked. “Suck in your abs, Cate. A wilted flower has more core strength.”

Cate ground her molars. Her mum had it in for her tonight.

“Drive through the pain. Your body registers pain because your brain tells it to. It’s all in your mind,” her mum called.

Someone needed to tell that to Cate’s thighs.

Her mum finally commanded them to stop. “Geu-man!”

Eyes closed, she wilted to the spongy, damp ground. A shadow crept across her face as someone stood over her. Opening an eye, she spied Jonah. “How is it possible you look none the worse for wear?”

Her mother’s voice interrupted Cate’s exhaustion. “Pair up! I want to see a bridge. Jonah, lie under my daughter and provide some incentive for her to hold herself up.”

“That would be my absolute pleasure.” He lay on the ground and rolled on his back. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Cate found having less than an inch between their bodies from head to toe disconcerting, to say the least. She braced her elbows on the ground, trying to keep as much space between her and Jonah as possible.

“So you wanted to know about Timesurfers?” Jonah breathed, close to her ear.

“Now isn’t a great time to talk.” If her arms or abs failed, she would land splat on top of him—an idea that evoked mixed emotions. “This is wrong on so many levels.” She looked everywhere but at Jonah.

“We’ve been closer.” His fiendish grin mocked her.

“Enough with the innuendo,” she hissed. “I get that you know me in the future. I know you’re from the future.” If Cate were a Timesurfer, she wouldn’t be with the evil Mortez. “Are there other groups of Timesurfers besides the Midnight Society and the Maligo Order?”

“There’re a few small breakaway groups, but Naitanui and Mortez are the super powers in this war. Then there’s Elias, who Mortez overthrew to take command of the Order. He’s in hiding somewhere licking his wounds. There have been unconfirmed rumours he’s rebuilding his army.”

“Where does he sit on the scale of good to evil?”

“Where ever best serves his purpose on any given day.”

Cate’s mind raced. Jonah might not actually know her; he might just know of her. She flopped to the ground a second before her mother yelled for everyone to swap positions with their partners.

Jonah rolled over and started to bridge. “Good and evil aren’t always easy to define.”

“Well, of course, you would say that.” She slid underneath him, and heat flooded her cheeks. “How are you Zach’s cousin?” She focused on a spot over his shoulder.

“We share family blood.”

She had tried to remember if Zach’s parents had brothers and sisters. It was fruitless. Parents were just someone to be polite to at the front door. “So Zach’s a Timesurfer too?” Now that was a scary thought.

“Technically he isn’t a Timesurfer yet, but he will be soon.”

How did Zach hide that from me all this time?

“He’s just got his L plates. It’s a new thing.”

She eyed Jonah warily. “Can you read minds?”

“No, I’m just perceptive.”

“All right, people, let’s finish up. Weapons can wait for another night,” her mum called. The three boys whooped with excitement.

“To be continued,” Jonah said as she wriggled out from under him.

“Pop up and have a quick shower before dinner please, Cate.” Her mother then addressed Jonah. “Could you join me in the kitchen for a minute?”

Jonah smiled. “I’d be happy to.”

Cate showered in record time and padded over the floorboards to her closet. Through the bedroom window, she glimpsed Jonah, who after speaking to her mother was now in the front yard with Balthazar. This could prove interesting. Jonah was a head taller than Balthazar but not as heavily muscled. Balthazar downed ten protein shakes a day.

The light from the fountain in the front yard highlighted Jonah’s awesome bone structure. His hair remained perfectly tousled as usual. The two boys maintained eye contact while Jonah spoke. Then they were laughing and slapping one another’s back. What the...? There was only one reason Cate could think of that could explain how Balthazar knew Jonah. Tempus Falls was bloody teeming with Timesurfers. She pulled on some jeans, wrestled her way into a fleecy, black hoody, and rushed downstairs. Melchior and Gaspar were making an enormous racket in the family room.

“You want to play?” Gaspar called. “We’re one world away from saving Princess Peach from Bowser.”

“Tempting, but not right now. Do you know where Jonah is?”

“Don’t know,” Gaspar said.

“Don’t care.” Melchior high-fived Gaspar.

Gaspar shrieked. “Look what you did! Now we have to start again.”

She headed to the bay window in the lounge and scanned the front yard; disappointment filled her when she failed to find Jonah or Balthazar. Cate threw herself on the new couch and absently traced the intricate silver pattern of the heavy brocade upholstery with her finger. It wasn’t as comfortable as the old floral one. She wanted to find out what her future self had been up to. That meant getting friendly with all the Timesurfers and understanding their magical world. Well, everyone but Rose and Zach, that went without saying. She sighed and closed her eyes. Austin’s handsome face appeared, smiling that infectious smile, just for her.
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“Dinner’s ready.”

Cate peeled her eyelids open and struggled onto her elbow.

Jonah stood at the lounge door. “Dinner’s ready, Sleeping Beauty.”

She banged the side of her head a few times with the heel of her hand. “I fell asleep?”

“You were drooling.” He wiped the corner of his mouth with his finger.

Cate hurriedly did the same. Drooling. Gross. “Have you been watching long?”

“That’s for me to know and you to agonise over.”

He looked way too pleased with himself for her liking.

“Dinner, remember?”

“Oh, right. Are you staying for dinner?”

“Unfortunately, I can’t tonight. I have plans. Let me help you up.” The blue inked numbers along his arm flashed as he held out his hand.

“What are those numbers tattooed on your arm? Austin and Rose have them too.”

“They’re my quantum indicators. There’s one for each year I’ve been a Timesurfer. Every Timesurfer has them.”

Balthazar didn’t have any quantum indicators on his arm, so he wasn’t a Timesurfer. Curious about how the two knew each other, she decided to ask Jonah. “How do you know Balthazar?”

“We played poker last night. I like cards and Balthazar runs the best game in Tempus Falls.”

His reply was smooth. He and Austin were both excellent liars. Balthazar did run the best poker game in town, but there was more going on with Jonah and Balthazar than just being poker buddies.

Jonah seemed so normal for someone who had planted a bomb on a bus. “I don’t understand why you would plant a bomb to kill people, and why you would work with someone evil? Nothing would make me do that.”

“I’m a soldier. In every war there are casualties, but ultimately they give people freedom. I have my reasons for being with the Order, and I’m at peace with my decisions and actions. All of them.”

“So why didn’t you let me become collateral damage?”

The intensity in Jonah’s eyes made Cate catch her breath. “Mortez ordered me to disarm the bomb, so that’s what I did.”

Light burst through the window when the sensor lights flooded the front yard. Jonah’s grey eyes narrowed as he glanced over Cate’s shoulder. “You’re obviously tired and it’s late. We can work on your calculus another night.”

“No, you should stay. I’m all good after my power nap.”

“Another night.” He drifted out the door and disappeared behind the bare jacaranda tree.

What plans did he have tonight?
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Jonah’s stomach churned at the desperation in Catherine’s sunken eyes. Her condition had worsened significantly in the two hours he’d been gone. Determined not to let her see he was worried, Jonah smiled. He jogged over and flopped onto the limestone steps. “Fancy meeting you here.”

She punched him hard in the arm and checked his quantum indicators. “It isn’t like it’s a big secret when and where you were going to turn up.”

“You waited here the entire two hours?”

She shrugged. “Not the entire time. No loser Zach with you?”

Jonah examined her arm and tapped the last quantum indicator, which read 2017. “Why make his insides boil for no reason?”

“You’re way more generous than I would be to him.”

“It certainly wasn’t for his benefit. I want to punch him repeatedly every second I’m with him because of what he did to you. I didn’t bring him for purely selfish reasons. I wanted to have you all to myself this return trip.” Jonah checked his watch. It was two o’clock in the afternoon, so there were ten hours until the midnight reset. Each completed trip back in time took two hours in the present, regardless of how long he spent in the past. The magic imposed a 10:00 p.m. curfew on time travel, so Timesurfers had to wait until after the midnight reset to make their next trip. There was time for a maximum of four trips back to Tempus Falls today.

“What’s the story back there?”

“It’s been a long few days. Cate broke Zach’s nose again. It’s a deviation, but a satisfying one.”

Catherine’s eyes lit up. “Why did she do that?”

“Well, she…” Jonah raised an eyebrow, “took exception to Zach calling her a social reject and suggesting they revert to item status.”

The afternoon sun slipped behind Winthrop Hall, outlining the school buildings with a shimmering orange aura. Buildings this beautiful made him want to learn. Not like the high security, concrete jungles most schools had become. The irony made him smile. Winthrop had more security than any school in the country built into its gothic architecture. It was a detention centre for teenagers who ended up on the wrong side of the law. A brush with the law had not brought him or Catherine here, though. This was Command for the Maligo Order.

The grounds were quiet. Most of the Timesurfers would be sleeping. Their workday started straight after the midnight reset. Mortez could see exactly what the state of play was then, and it gave teams the maximum number of possible trips that day. Until the reset they had no way of monitoring what impact the work they were doing in the past was having. The Mortez in the past actually knew more than Mortez in the present, because she saw the changes to her time after each midnight reset. That’s how she had known about the popularity charm used on Zach.

“The idea to use Zach from two thousand and fourteen on this mission has proved disastrous. He’s useless.”

Catherine tapped her front teeth with ragged fingernails she had been gnawing ferociously since he arrived. “So Cate hasn’t killed him yet?”

He shook his head. Catherine had been running a hundred degree reset temperature for the last eight hours because her past was being altered. Her fever was getting more intense, and combined with the pressure of the world she knew crumbling around her, was clearly wearing her down. “I understand you’re anxious—”

“Look at me.” She peeled her damp shirt away from her chest and sniffed her armpit gingerly. “This isn’t just some deviation. This is a complete rewrite that will impact everyone I love. I’ve had a few reset temperatures from deviations, but this is out of control. Mortez and the boys have started running reset temperatures since you left last time.”

“Dial down the dramatics.”

“You’ll be running a temperature soon.” Catherine drew circles with the toe of her boot in the gravel. “This is all my fault.”

“That’s rubbish. A powerful wizard is messing with Zach. That stupid popularity charm is what initiated this deviation, and my mission with the bomb at the bus stop exacerbated the situation.”

“Your mission was done on Mortez’s orders.”

“Regardless, you had nothing to do with either of those things.”

Catherine kicked a stone viciously. “Cate should never have killed Zach in the first place. It was an overreaction.”

Jonah grabbed Catherine’s shoulders. “You can’t overreact to someone assaulting you. Zach had no right to try to force himself on you. It’s inexcusable. You had every right to protect yourself.”

“It goes without saying that every girl is justified in doing whatever it takes to defend herself against anyone attempting to hurt them. With Cate’s training, she should have been able to subdue him without killing him. Murdering someone changes you forever. You can’t go back to how things were. It’s life altering.”

“I’m aware how killing someone impacts a person. Are you going to persist with talking about yourself in the third person?”

“I’m Catherine and she’s Cate—it’s less confusing, and in the grand scheme of things isn’t worth spending another second discussing.”

“Have it your way. I will happily kill Zach for Cate. However...”

Catherine paced along the foot of the steps. “I know, I know. That mightn’t bring the deviation back into line. At midnight when history resets we could all still wake up to a world we don’t recognise.”

Jonah shrugged. “It might be a better world.”

“It could also be worse, much worse. I’d convinced myself I would alter Zach’s death if I could. Now that the opportunity is here, I’m not sure. I’m disappointed in myself. It seems I’m an even more dreadful person than I realised. Mortez and Naitanui are both committed to ensuring something I’ve regretted all my life happens, and I’m an apathetic bystander.”

Catherine taught Jonah the meaning of patience like no one else. “This is purely about you maintaining your historical path. Killing Zach may or may not have been a defining moment.”

“My current reset temperature would be a strong indicator that it’s a defining moment. Zach and Cate aren’t even together back in the altered time line. They won’t go out for her birthday and he won’t try and take advantage of her. She’ll never murder him in cold blood to get things back on track. What if killing Zach didn’t change the type of person Cate was, but just reinforced who she was and made all her decisions easier to justify.” Catherine dragged her hands down her face.

“Stop second guessing yourself. I’ll get Cate to kill Zach if that’s what you want to happen. That’s the only decision you need to focus on.”

“Mortez has been clear she wants him dead by Cate’s hand. She’ll kill you if that doesn’t happen. I’m terrified I’ll lose you, and I’m ashamed to say that I’m scared to lose the excuse I’ve held onto to justify why I do what I do. I’ve been able to blame Zach for setting me on this path. I’ve never had to take responsibility for it being my choice.” Tears rolled down her flushed cheeks. “I’m a despicable person. Maybe everyone would be better off without me.”

He pulled her close. “My world would suck without you. Our friendship is the oasis in the middle of the barren desert that is my life.”

“That’s corny even for you.” She choked out between sobs. “You chose Mortez for noble reasons, unlike me.”

Jonah stroked her hair. “We’ve all done things we aren’t proud of. I’ve lost count of all mine.”

Her sobs started to subside. “You only left Naitanui to join Mortez to save your family from death and to help protect Rose’s family. You’re selfless and brave.”

“You conveniently forgot the bit about me using Mortez to alleviate my migraines so I didn’t need to take drugs anymore. There’s nothing selfless about that.”

“You’ve been clean since the day you stepped into Command, and you’d endured those debilitating migraines for years before you succumbed to taking drugs. I’ve been tempted after less than half a day of this reset temperature to visit Cleopatra for some of those medicinal narcotics she had back then.”

Jonah grasped Catherine’s chin and forced her to look at him. “Don’t even joke about that. I took the drugs because of the migraines. Decide how you want this to go and I’ll make it happen.”

“That’s easier said than done. How’s it going in two thousand and fourteen?”

“Hard to say. I do think Cate’s into me.”

She gave him a fierce glare. “Really?”

Jonah was perceptive enough to realise he had opened a humongous can of worms and changed the subject. “Only ten more hours to go and your temperature will be gone.” He patted her shoulder.

“And possibly the world as we know it.”

“Could you be any more melodramatic?” His fingers twirled her rainbow hair extensions. “You do wash these?”

She slapped his hand away. “Yes! Cate would definitely not be into you. Not that way.”

Catherine was his best friend in the world, but they had never been friends with benefits. He loved only one person that way and made no secret of his feelings for Rose. The separation from her since he defected to the Order was excruciating. Catherine deserved someone who could love her completely. She shouldn’t be his or anyone’s second choice.

Jonah had vowed never to interfere with Catherine’s love life again. Her unconventional powers were not conducive to a rocking social life. Only one man had dared to court her. Austin and Catherine had been in a clandestine relationship for months. Neither Austin nor Catherine were aware that Jonah and Rose knew about their relationship. It ended abruptly because Jonah and Rose erased all traces of the relationship from Austin’s mind. They did it to protect Austin and Catherine, but the guilt from having betrayed Catherine again gnawed at his heart every waking moment.

“I’m travelling back.” He held out his arms. “Show me some love.”

After a second’s hesitation, she gave up maintaining a serious face and snuggled into him.

“While I fear incurring your wrath, I think you might need a quick shower.”

“Oh, crap.” She strained to pull away.

His arms tightened, refusing to let her go. “I’ll be here when your temperature breaks at midnight.” Not knowing what would happen after it broke terrified him but he couldn’t let Catherine see that.

“Have you seen Xavier?”

Jonah nodded. A big ball of guilt smacked him in the stomach.

“Could you do something nice for him? Maybe take a picture for me? I don’t have a picture of him.” The sadness on Catherine’s face made Jonah’s stomach squirm.

“No problem.”

“Thanks.”

“Eve is one of a kind. I like her.” That brought an instant smile to Catherine’s face.

“There’s a lot to love about Eve. For the record, Cate is way too switched on to be taken in by your rustic charm.” With a flick of her leg, she upended Jonah and pinned him to the ground with her knee.

“What’s not to like?” Jonah relaxed against the ground.

“The list is far too long for me to go into.” She released him. “I know you’ll do the right thing. There’s no one I trust more.”

“What’s with your getup?” His eyes swept over her black training gear.

“Stop thinking about Rose.” She yanked him to his feet.

“I wasn’t. There’s something sexy about a girl decked out in skin-tight black combat gear. And nothing screams ‘I am fierce’ like a girl with weapons strapped to her thighs.”

“You have on your tortured, love lost face. That can only mean Rose.”

Jonah pointed at Cate’s clothes. “You’re clearly not mission fit, so what’s the deal?”

She prodded a loose pebble with her boot and gave it a violent kick. “We were heading to the graveyard this afternoon but no one is up for it with these temperatures.”

He pressed his lips against her blazing forehead. “How do you want this to play out with Zach? You can’t avoid the situation.” There was a window of time in the early morning of Cate’s birthday in 2014 at Tempus Falls that Jonah had an aura clash with. He wouldn’t be able to be there during that time. He and Mortez were the only two people who knew the reason why.

She rested against him for the briefest of moments. “I chose this. It’s all I know. I don’t hate my life.”

“I’ll help you maintain this path or create another, but I won’t make the decision for you.” His voice was calm, but his chest was tight with tension.

“I can’t be responsible for you taking another beating from Mortez like you did after the bus stop. You have to follow her orders. This is how history intended things to play out. Mortez and Naitanui will both be happy. Everyone wins.”

“We can make our own history; it’s what we do. I’ll be back in two hours and I need your final decision. Decide if you want to let Zach live and roll the dice on the impact it will have on your history, or if you want to try and set things as they should be.” He rubbed her back and kissed her forehead before he stepped away. “On that note, I’m off. Oh, can you do a covert search for active and inactive wizards in two thousand and fourteen for me and see if any travelled to Tempus Falls around the time that spell was put on Zach? Don’t tell Mortez.”

“Sure. Be safe.” She blinked back tears. “Hey, Jonah!”

“Yes.”

“Ralph Lauren and the Gap left you messages. They’re showing their winter collections and need you. You know no one can work a scarf like you do.”

He gave her an ungentlemanly signal with his middle finger as she disappeared from his view. His stomach twisted at his next task.
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“Hi!” Cate responded to the umpteenth person that day. Her newfound popularity in this altered time line was wearing thin. Eve had nailed it when she said popularity was overrated. It was also exhausting. Her cheeks ached from all the polite smiling she’d done already that morning.

Eve bustled through the door, her hair more dishevelled than usual and her skin drained of its normal glow. She dumped her books on the bench and held her phone three inches from her ear. “Slept in and dealing with an irate mother,” she whispered.

Cate heard the angry buzz of what sounded like a man’s voice on the phone, not Eve’s mother.

“Mum, I have to go. Class is starting.” Eve’s face broke into a beaming grin and she beckoned with her hand. “Hello, Rose, I saved you a spot.”

Cate spun on her seat. Momentum toppled her onto the polished concrete floor. Through the legs of her upended stool, she saw Rose’s perfectly toned calves strut in. Rafe traipsed past and there was a sliver of daylight between the bottom of his boots and the floor. He was gliding ever so slightly above the ground. She waited for the all-important third set of legs.

“What are you doing down there?” Zach’s pallid face leered at her. “Look up ‘klutz’ in the dictionary, and your name’s there in bold print.”

She glowered as he pulled out a stool and plonked his stocky self at her bench. “You cannot be serious?”

Zach ignored her question and held out his hand. “Need some help?”

“Touch me and I’ll tie your little fingers in a knot,” she hissed.

“Nice.” Rafe chuckled from behind her. “I sense a deliciously awkward few minutes ahead.”

“She asked you to keep your hands to yourself,” Austin’s silky voice broke in. He offered Cate a hand up.

“Brace yourself, dude,” Zach said. “She’s no lightweight.”

With a withering glare at Zach, she took Austin’s hand. She started to smile and caught herself. Oh, no! She would not be distracted by Austin’s boyish good looks, charm, smile, or any other part of his well-toned body for that matter. Last night on the phone she and Eve had chatted about why the Timesurfers might be so interested in her. They discussed her saving the world because Naitanui talked about destinies and they normally involved saving the world in some fashion. They disregarded destroying the world because Cate had been to the future and the world was still there. Eve had way too much fun thinking of horrible things that Cate could possibly be doing in the future.

Austin glided onto the stool next to her. “Have you recovered from your wild ride yesterday?”

“I took it all in my stride. Get out!” She slapped Zach’s stubby fingers as he trawled through her pencil case.

“I need a pencil,” Zach said.

“I don’t care.”

Austin nodded to Zach. “Salutations, incompetent newbie.”

Zach harrumphed and opened his books.

Eve dug her pencil into Zach’s bicep. “I saw your cousin, Jonah, styling some ridiculous fight moves at the park this morning.”

An abrupt silence descended around Cate. No pencils tapped; no papers rustled. No one looked at Zach, but Cate had the distinct impression everyone was listening.

“I find it astonishing he shares any DNA with a loser like you.” Eve smacked Zach on the head with her pencil, oblivious to the death stare Rose gave her. “He made even my girl senses tingle.”

“Well, I for one can appreciate that’s quite an achievement,” Austin said.

Austin looked better today than yesterday. He might be with Rose, but Cate couldn’t stop thinking about him. She wanted to scoot her chair over as close as possible and hold his hand under the desk. Which was so lame it made her want to slap herself. She was no better than the boyfriend-stealing Brittany, who was apparently one of her BFFs now and drove her to school each morning. It was a little bit funny that Zach was dating one of the walking dead. She scrawled ‘Zach and Zombie Girl’ on her desk and chuckled as she outlined it with a heart.

“How did your night go?” Austin asked.

“I survived it.” Cate drummed her fingers on the bench. What to say now.

“Would you like to get some frozen yoghurt after school?” Austin asked.

“Umm...” She thought after yesterday he would have dropped the pretence of being into her. Rose was definitely the type to favour aggressive negotiations when it came to everything. Especially if she thought someone was moving in on her boyfriend, irrespective of what an outrageous flirt he was being.

“A coffee maybe? Your choice.”

Her traitorous heart popped each time he smiled. Frozen yoghurt, coffee—she would happily eat dirt to spend time with him. No. She needed to focus. “You know, you could just tell me what you want and be done with all the games.”

“I live for the games!” He shook his head. “The more you know, the more you over think things and the messier it gets. Trust me.”

She was unlikely to trust any Timesurfer in the near future.

“Cate, the monster trucks are in town. We should go and check them out,” Zach said in an overly loud voice.

“Tempting, but I’m going to say no.”

“Admit when you’re beaten. She’s moved on.” Austin rubbed his hands together gleefully and bumped Cate’s shoulder. “It’s fun messing with him. Admit it,” he murmured under his breath.

Cate fought back a smile.

“Listen up!” Mr. Elms stood in front of the class. He taught calculus, not chemistry. “Mrs. Dent is ill and her replacement won’t arrive until period three. That means you have two free periods. Do not leave the school grounds. I trust you’re all responsible enough to use the time wisely.”

“Shall we catch some sun, Rose?” Eve tucked and retucked her hair behind her ears.

“Sounds great.” Rose stared at Austin’s fingers resting close to Cate’s. She rubbed a hand across her forehead and suddenly looked incredibly weary. When she noticed Cate staring, a look of pure hatred replaced the weariness.

Anger stabbed at Cate. Rose had the boyfriend with the wandering hands and ‘come throw yourself at me’ smile. She should send her death stares his way.

“Getting some sun sounds like fun,” Rafe said.

“I don’t remember inviting you.” Eve gave him a dark look.

Rafe quirked his eyebrow. “Not up for a bit of competition?”

Eve flushed beetroot red all the way to her hairline. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She kept her eyes on the books she was stacking and restacking.

This was a nice twist on your ordinary love triangle. Rafe had a thing for Rose, but so did Eve. Cate didn’t fancy either of their chances of luring Rose away from Austin. They were about as good as her chance of enticing Austin from Rose. Not that she would even contemplate doing that.

“You can hang with me, Cate.” Zach looked short and stocky next to Austin.

“Again...tempting, but I’ll decline.”

Rose eyed Zach with distaste. “You think you’re quite the charmer, don’t you?” 

“Come a little closer and I’ll show you just how charming I can be,” Zach said with a straight face.

“I think your cousin, Jonah, might have something to say about that.” Austin stretched his arms over his head, and his white shirt rode up. “If you get past him, you’ll have to deal with me.”

That was a weird thing to say. Jonah and Rose weren’t together anymore. Why would he care who Rose associated with? Cate lost her train of thought as her eyes fixed on the sexy triangular stomach muscles flashing between Austin’s low-slung school trousers and shirt.

“Keep your opinions to yourself.” Rose punched Austin as she walked past, ruining Cate’s view of Austin’s abs.

“You coming, Cate?” Eve trotted after Rose.

“I might catch up.”

Eve looked from Cate to Rose.

Cate flapped her hands. “Go.”

The classroom had emptied. It wasn’t until Zach scraped his chair back that Cate realised he was still there. His blue eyes blazed at Austin. “I don’t like you and your friends, at all.” He jammed his books under his arm and stalked from the classroom.

“I thought he was going to pop a blood vessel,” Austin said.

“I need some answers.”

Austin slid onto the desk, carved with various students’ thoughts on school and the world, most rated PG-13 plus. He swung his legs back and forth and looked at her expectantly. “Do you have specific questions, or are you making a general request for information?”

Cate stopped herself from returning his sexy smile. “I have plenty of specific questions.”

He threw his arms wide. “Ask away.”

She cleared her suddenly parched throat. A list would be handy right about now.

“Okay,” Austin said. “I’ll get the ball rolling with a quick recap of the salient points as I see them. On a mission to disarm a bomb, which Jonah had set, I ran into a complication...you.”

Cate rolled her eyes. This was going to be a one-dimensional and unflattering recount.

“Actually, I might go back a bit. Around five hundred years ago—”

“Oh, come on! Seriously?”

“Hush and listen. A resourceful young warlock named Elias discovered the magic of time travel.”

“Jonah mentioned him—”

Austin held up a hand. “I’ll take questions and comments at the end. Elias learned that changing history altered the present. The emperors immediately outlawed the use of magic throughout their lands and captured anyone suspected of sorcery. Most were executed, but the emperors hid and trained a small army to protect their kingdoms against Elias and his growing group of followers. Naitanui was the wizard responsible for training their secret army of Timesurfers, which he called the Midnight Society.”

“The Naitanui I met yesterday is a five-hundred-year-old wizard?”

Austin nodded.

“So Elias and his followers started the Maligo Order?”

“Yep.”

“And how does Mortez fit into all this?”

She overthrew Elias a few years ago. She commands the Order now.”

Cate’s jaw dropped. “Mortez is a woman?”

Austin’s eyes sparkled. “We’re an equal opportunity organisation. There are some unconfirmed rumours that Elias is rebuilding his army. Time will tell.”

“Why are Mortez and Naitanui at war?”

“As Naitanui explained yesterday, the Society is committed to a history untainted by magic, regardless of whether it’s good or bad. Mortez and the Order focus on creating a history that gives her maximum control. It’s been a long and bloody dance.”

“Is Mortez a wizard like Naitanui and Elias?”

“She’s not a pure blood like them, but she has wizard blood.”

Cate folded her arms and contemplated Austin for a moment. “Do you have wizard blood?”

“All Timesurfers have magic in their blood. Most of our non-time travel magic has been lost or diluted over the years. Elias and Naitanui are the only Timesurfers who are pure-blood wizards. The rest of us are mutants with varying degrees of wizard blood. There are other pure-blood wizards around who aren’t Timesurfers, but they keep well hidden. You can recognise them because of their luminous yellow eyes. Elias was, and maybe still is on the lookout for a wizard to corrupt or blackmail.”

Cate chuckled. “Mutant wizards. You don’t think that sounds a tiny bit funny?” She shouldn’t laugh, but come on.

“No.” There was no amusement in his voice or on his face.

“Okay.” Cate fixed a serious look on her face. “So you’re a mutant wizard?”

“People in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. You have magic in your blood. Your ability to see all the changes along with your powers are remnants of magic.”

Her fingertips turned white as she clutched the edge of the bench. “My powers?”

“Your awakening of Brittany and ability to compel Rafe are your powers beginning to develop.”

A migraine threatened behind her left eye again. “Do I know you in the future?”

Austin screwed up his face. “If you’re who I think, I may have seen you once. You aren’t a big socialiser.”

Excellent. Was she that unmemorable that Austin wasn’t sure if he’d seen her? “Jonah knows me.”

Austin shrugged. “Or he may want you to think that.”

“Like reverse psychology?”

“Exactly like that.”

“Jonah is with the Order. So if he does know me it’s highly likely I’m with Mortez in the future. That would mean I chose the evil team.” She pulled at her hair. That couldn’t possibly be right.

“I don’t know if evil and good are the right way to look at the Order and Society. Mortez does break the rules Naitanui holds so dear, which sometimes saves lives; other times not so much. Mortez is also big on using time travel for personal gain and rectifying what she determines to be wrong.”

The second hand ticked over on the silver and white clock above the door. When it had completed a full revolution, she broke the silence. “Naitanui said he couldn’t confirm who I am because someone was cloaking my identity with powerful magic. It’s more logical Elias the five-hundred-year-old wizard would be responsible for that, not Mortez. I might have chosen to join his new army in the future.”

“That’s an enormous, and dare I say, unfounded assumption.”

“I’m not an evil person. I wouldn’t choose to be with Mortez and the Order. I’m obviously not with the Midnight Society. So I must be with Elias.”

“Jonah is the most decent, noble and brave person I know. Choosing Mortez and the Order doesn’t mean you’re a bad person.” Austin squeezed her shoulder. “You can go round and round with this stuff for days and get nowhere.”

“Maybe my destiny is to unite all the Timesurfers, to avoid them having to choose a team.”

“That’s not a destiny. It’s a fantasy.”

“This is horrible. I’m going to be second guessing every single decision I ever make. I’ll go insane. So unless that’s your plan, I need to know what you want me to do so we can all move on.”

“I can’t say anything more. The magic won’t let me. It’s your birthday tomorrow, right?”

She blinked at the monumental change of subject. “Yes.”

With a finger under her chin, he tilted her head until their eyes met. The world fell away, and a delicious warmth swirled through her stomach. His cheek brushed hers as he whispered close to her ear. “Instead of grabbing a coffee this afternoon, let me take you on a real adventure. I’ll pick you up at five tomorrow morning.”

Wouldn’t it be dark then?

“Dress warm.” His thousand-watt smile sent her pulse through the roof. He called Naitanui and then disappeared.

Unable to stop herself from grinning at the empty spot where Austin had stood, Cate reminded herself that he had a girlfriend, a really fierce one. With a reluctant sigh, she turned her thoughts to the clandestine magical world filled with time travel she had stumbled into. With the lines between good and evil so blurred, she contemplated how to best choose between the Society and Order.
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After four exhausting periods of considering hundreds of possible futures, the final bell rang. Cate ignored Zach calling after her and strode to her locker. Wrenching it open, she stopped abruptly, inside was a miniature hot air balloon with a wicker basket full of rocky road chocolate. A note propped in the basket read, “Can’t wait, Austin” She did a little happy dance as she reread the message. They were going ballooning. Was it possible to explode with happiness or excitement?

“What’s got you dancing?” Eve peered into the locker.

Cate slammed the door. “Nothing.” She wanted this to be just between her and Austin.

Eve shook her head and returned to packing her own locker. “How goes it with Austin?”

“What do you mean?” Cate concentrated on pushing the cuticles on her nails back.

“Don’t insult me. I see this thing you two have going on.”

“There’s no thing.” In true best friend tradition, Eve was displaying excellent intuition. “I’m pretty sure he has a girlfriend.”

“What? No!”

“I do like him.” Saying it aloud was a relief.

Eve grinned devilishly. “Likey lots, methinks.”

“Methinks you likey Rose lots.”

Eve’s grin disappeared. “Would you be weird with that?”

Cate laughed. “Absolutely not!”

“For real?”

“Of course.” She hugged Eve’s tiny shoulders. Whether Eve dated boys, girls or both made no difference to Cate. Rose might not be the best choice, though. “Are you sure Rose doesn’t have a boyfriend?”

Eve’s eyes glowed, her delicate facial features animated as she spoke. “I asked her flat out if she was seeing anyone, and she said no.”

Had Austin actually said he was dating Rose?

“Oh, look.” Eve closed her locker with a clang. “It’s raining godlike men—I see a weapon of mass seduction headed your way.”

“What?”

“Jonah at two o’clock.”
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A trail of glazed eyes and slack jaws followed Jonah. The girls and a few guys had that dazed I’ve-been-hit-over-the-head look. In a movie, this was the perfect moment for a slow motion walk in. He wore a black velvet jacket that reached just above his knees and a grey and black scarf. His athletic build guaranteed he could sweep you effortlessly into his arms without the worry he might stagger under your weight or drop you. While not often required, it made for some awesome fantasies. He exuded sexiness with each confident stride.

Oblivious to the stares, he slouched against the lockers. “Hi there, Catherine.”

“Hi.” He’d called her Catherine again and this time in front of Eve.

If Eve noticed the Catherine reference, she ignored it. “I have to get straight home. Mum’s waiting to chew out the few bits of my butt I have left after this morning. Can you look after Cate for me, Jonah?”

“I will happily escort Cate home.” Jonah ran a hand through his chocolate locks. “We could grab a coffee on the way.”

“Umm...sure. That would be cool,” Cate stammered. “Nice scarf.”

Jonah chuckled, and his beautiful face relaxed. “I wore it just for you.”

“Cate! Wait up!” Zach pushed his way toward them.

She groaned. “I can’t be held responsible for what I’ll do if he doesn’t leave me alone.”

Jonah gave her a rueful smile. “He can be trying.”

Zach’s eyes flickered toward Jonah as he spoke to Cate. “I’ll pick you up at six tonight for the monster trucks.”

“Give me strength! We’re done. Do I need to send you a text? Is that the only form of communication you accept now?”

“All right.” Jonah’s quiet voice demanded they listen. “Zach, go home.”

“But...” Zach’s face was pinched and drawn.

“Do as I say.” Menace shimmered from every word as it left Jonah’s mouth.

Zach’s lips moved but no words came out. “Fine!” he said after a few moments. “But you are not the boss of me,” he mumbled and huffed down the corridor.

“Are you the boss of him?”

“We both report to Mortez, but I’m directly responsible for Zach. Let me get that.” He took her backpack and waved his arm as if to say “ladies first.”

She hesitated. “If you ordered Zach to stay away from me, would he have to?”

“Yes.”

“Good to know. Monster trucks!” Cate rolled her eyes. “I’d like to run over him with a monster truck.”

“I would be completely on board with that.” His eyes sparkled. They didn’t have the mischief in them Austin’s did. Jonah was masculine, pretty and filled with angst.

Cate resisted a strange urge to skip alongside him, just barely.

“How was your day?” he said.

She shrugged. “Austin gave me a bit of background on mutant wizards, and I had a mini breakdown because all things point to me joining the evil Mortez or Elias in the future.”

Jonah quirked an eyebrow.

“No offence,” Cate hurriedly added.

“None taken.”

She massaged her temples. “I’m so confused.”

“Don’t be a victim. You’re in control of your future. Own your decisions and live with the consequences.”

That was easier said than done.
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Everyone was taking advantage of the winter sun, lounging at the alfresco tables lining the street. They remained oblivious to the two mutant wizards strolling along the path. Either Jonah didn’t see the stares and hear the comments, or he was excellent at ignoring them.

“Austin wouldn’t tell me why he was back watching me.”

“That’s because he can’t.”

“Can you tell me?”

Jonah gave her a superior sideways look. “I may work for a different person, but we’re bound by the same magic.”

“That sucks!” Her shoes slapped against the pavement as she slunk along next to him.

“Want to go and bang some drums?” Jonah pointed to the underage club, The Neon Posse, at the end of the street. A criminal record was practically a condition of entry. The metal detector had been removed because the delays it caused resulted in long queues and constant street brawls. Under the sign with ‘Enter at own risk’ emblazoned in red on the front wall, someone had scrawled ‘BYO weapon’. It was kind of like the worse house on the best street. No one liked it, but they couldn’t do anything about it.

“I’ve never been there. I’m game if you are?” Cate hurried across the street and started down the wooden stairs. The steps vibrated under her feet with every drumbeat. A black tunnel lined by ghoulish freckles of fluorescent paint stretched in front of them.

Jonah grabbed her hand when she hesitated. “Stay or go?”

She took the last three steps in one leap. “That’s AC/DC playing, I’m in!” She walked backwards, hauling Jonah with both hands. His smile faded the second before her head cracked against something hard.

“Sorry. Sorry,” a familiar voice muttered.

“Eve!” Cate exclaimed as she steadied herself.

Her friend stood wide-eyed, like a startled deer paralysed by a spotlight.

“I thought you were going home. What are you doing here?” Cate asked.

“I was...I am...” Eve shook her head and pressed her fingers to her temples. “I am going home.” She waved the silver purse in her hand. “I left this here last night.”

“You were here last night?”

“I always come here on Thursday nights.” Eve elbowed Cate and smiled. “I have to get going or I’ll be chained to my bed until I’m fifty. Have fun.” She hurried away.

It didn’t matter what altered time line thing was going on, Cate would have known if Eve had ever come to The Neon Posse. She knew everything about Eve. They had no secrets. “Come on.” She said to Jonah and marched into the darkness.

Inside, the noise crawled inside her head. A dozen people dressed in paint-splattered overalls bashed at drums on a stage. Fluorescent paint misted every time someone pounded a drum; drops of colour hovered in the air. Some exploded like super slow motion photography. Paint cascaded onto the drums from an overhead dispenser.

Clusters of people pressed into dark corners. She couldn’t make out any faces, but there was a definite mind-your-own-business vibe. A brunette in one corner was openly salivating over Jonah.

Cate pointed toward the far corner. “BAR!”

Jonah signalled the barman for two drinks. Without discussion, the barman set down two glass pots layered with brown, white, and green. Jonah gave the barman a twenty. “Keep it,” he yelled.

“You’ve been here before?” Cate eyed the drink. Orange bubbles floated through the layers. A small bead of apprehension lodged in her throat. She was in a strange place, with a virtual stranger and an unknown drink. Those were some serious red flags.

“First time.” Jonah downed his drink and pointed to a makeshift sign tacked behind the bar.





Java shots

Caffeine, wheatgrass, and chocolate.

Nothing else.

DON’T ASK!





Cate waved at the barman, who slid two more drinks her way. “No!” She signalled for him to come over.

He quirked his eyebrow.

Could everyone do that but her?

“You beckoned?” His shaved head highlighted the tattoos encircling his neck.

“My friend was just here, Eve. Do you know her?”

“Don’t do names,” the barman replied.

“Long white-blonde hair and the same school uniform as me.”

“Does she have kind of an Asian looking face? Little eyes?” he asked.

“Yes!” Cate clapped her hands. “That would be her.”

“Don’t know her.” The barman gave her a tight smile and moved away.

“Want me to beat it out of him?” Jonah said good-naturedly.

“No.” She drew out the vowel sound in resignation. “I’ll ask Eve tonight.”

“Hey, Babe!” The salivating brunette from the corner now stood on the other side of Jonah. “First day out of detention and I’m looking for some no-strings-attached action. Interested?”

Jonah grabbed her hand as it disappeared under his coat. “I’m flattered, but no. Close your mouth, Cate.”

Some people have no shame. Cate was standing right there. She could be Jonah’s girlfriend for all the girl knew.

“Offer’s open-ended,” the brunette said with a coy wink.

“Move, pretty boy!” A gorilla of a guy knocked the brunette to the floor and attempted to shove past Jonah. The man blinked when he realised Jonah had pinned his arm behind his back and knocked his knees out from under him, leaving him dangling by an arm.

In one fluid movement, the brunette was on her feet. Anyone who could do a kip-up like that had martial arts training. A Swiss Army knife glinted in her left hand. “I bought these jeans today. Now you’ve spilt crap all over them.” She heaved a knee into gorilla guy’s groin.

Dark silhouettes swarmed across the room from one of the dimly lit corners and fenced them in. Jonah pushed Cate behind him and shoved gorilla guy toward his friends, who were all brandishing weapons. There were metal bars, knuckle-dusters, and assorted knives. One guy drew a long sword from over his shoulder and twirled it in a figure eight.

The brunette gave an ear-splitting whistle, and dark figures flocked from the shadows and positioned themselves behind her. Cate recognised some faces from the detention centre. Those guys were always up for a fight when they were released from the centre, which took them straight back there.

She didn’t know who moved first, but someone did. The opening bars of Hoodoo Guru’s song “Like Wow! Wipeout” played, and it was on. The brunette yelled and vanished into the brawl.

Jonah smashed an elbow into some guy’s nose and knocked him out with a spinning heel kick. Gorilla guy roared and barrelled toward them. Jonah pushed Cate out of the way and cracked gorilla guy’s head into the bar.

Cate smashed a tray of glass pots over his head for good measure.

“Thanks.” Jonah sized up the three attackers attempting to fence him in. He glided to the right to improve his position. His moves were snake-like, silent, graceful, and deadly.

A sword glinted to her left. Sword man pointed his shiny weapon and rushed at her. She sidestepped and helped him on his way head first into the bar. The unconscious gorilla guy cushioned his fall. He shook his head and came at her again.

“Call the police,” Cate shouted to the barman as she hoisted herself on the bar and fended off sword guy with both feet.

“Back in,” Jonah shouted.

She leapt over the unconscious bodies littering the floor and pressed back to back with Jonah. A tall guy came at her. She stepped to his right and punched hard at his stomach before smashing his head on her knee. The splintering crack as she slammed her foot into his ribs was way more satisfying than kicking any bag.

A gunshot sounded over her right shoulder and the room filled with light. Everyone blinked under the glare of the harsh fluorescent brightness. The barman pumped a shotgun with one hand and pointed to a diminutive figure loitering in a dark corner. “Get your lot out of here.”

Blood roared in Cate’s ears. Poised to fight; her eyes searched through the crowd for any movement. She was pumped!

“Easy, Catherine,” Jonah cautioned.

A small, lithe man with honey coloured skin and gold tattoos covering both arms, ambled over from the corner. He had an orange and yellow striped Mohawk with a thin plait that hung halfway down his back, and luminous yellow eyes lined with thick black pencil. His eyelids were dusted with gold sparkles. People hustled out of his way. The man stopped a foot from Jonah.

“Look who’s crawled out from under his rock,” Jonah exclaimed.

“Greetings to you also, Jonah.” The man motioned to the limp bodies scattered on the floor. “Carry those who can’t walk. We’re done here for today. Please give my regards to Mortez. I hope to see her soon.” He sashayed from the club with his followers limping and staggering after him under the weight of the bodies they carried.

The barman pointed to Jonah and Cate. “Get out. The police are on their way and so is your mother, girlie. Best you’re not here when she arrives.”

“You know me?” Cate asked.

“I know who you are. Look at my patrons. Your mother and I are firm friends.”

Jonah grabbed Cate’s arm and dragged her toward the door.

The remaining crowd scrambled to their feet to follow. Another gunshot rang out. “No one else move or I’ll put a hole in each of your legs,” the bartender yelled.

Cate struggled to keep pace with Jonah’s enormous strides. Her first full on brawl had been damned exciting. “Who was the man with the gold tattoos?”

“That’s Elias.”

She missed the last step and smashed her knees against the pavement. Jonah had her back on her feet so quickly she checked her knees to be sure she had actually fallen. Blood oozed through the raw pink skin. A hot prickle crawled over her palms and knees.

“We have to get out of sight unless you want to explain this to your mother.”

Not in a million years did she want to do that. “Let’s move.”

They jogged across the street. Sirens blared to their right, so they headed left and ducked down the first laneway. She leant against the wall. Nervous laughter bubbled up through her chest.

Jonah grimaced and rested his head against the wall. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Broken ribs?”

“Yep.” Jonah closed his eyes and exhaled. He opened one eye and looked sideways at her, a crafty look on his face. “What did you think of that brunette?”

She elbowed him in the ribs. “You’ll get a disease from her.” She continued to poke at him.

“Stop, stop.” Jonah held his side. “I take it back.”

“Ouch.” She lifted her skirt for a closer inspection of her grazed knee.

Jonah gently brushed her hands away and cupped her knees. His knuckles were bleeding and starting to bruise. “Put your hands on mine.”

She held out her hands, surprised to see her knuckles were also bloody and bruised.

“You don’t feel the pain until the adrenaline’s gone.” Jonah took a deep breath and warmth tingled through her hands and knees. When he lifted their hands from her knees, the graze had disappeared.

“Can you heal people too?”

Jonah raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean too?”

She patted Jonah’s arm. “I’ve done that before. Eve had a graze; I covered it with my hand, and hey presto, it was gone.” She bounced up and down on her toes. “I also brought a dead cheerleader back to life. Oh, and my foot healed itself when I cut it stomping on an alarm clock the other morning.”

“Okay.” Jonah rubbed his temples.

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“There’s little you could do that would surprise me. I’m a conduit. I channel the powers of other Timesurfers. You can heal, so when I touch you, I can heal.”

“Get out!” She shoved Jonah’s arm, and he grimaced. “Sorry. You can use me to fix your ribs if you like.”

Jonah pressed the hand she waved in his face against his side.

In her mind, she saw each of his ribs knit together. “Elias turning up now couldn’t be a coincidence.”

“No. Let’s walk and talk.” He steered her toward home.

“How long has he been in hiding?”

“Five years.”

That was how long she’d been in witness protection in Tempus Falls. The sun slipped lower in the sky, a luminous neon balloon balancing on the spiky treetops. She half expected it to pop. “Should we tell someone about Elias?”

Jonah gave an enormous sigh. “Have you ever seen Elias or any of those other guys before?”

“Not Elias. I recognised some of the brunette’s mates from Mum’s detention centre.”

“Let’s keep this between us while I work through it.”

“Sure. What’s one more secret? Have you been in many fights?”

“I’ve been a Timesurfer for a long time. We fight a lot.”

“How old were you when you knew you were a Timesurfer?”

“Eleven.”

“Please tell me you were like a child prodigy.” For her to be a late bloomer and second-rate Timesurfer would be crushing. Zach was only finding out now too, so maybe they left all the losers until last.

“Sixteen is plenty early enough to be a Timesurfer. You’ll be more than able to hold your own.”

“Were your parents also Timesurfers?”

“At least one of them must have had Timesurfer blood. I never met my father and can’t remember my mother. They were both sixteen when I was born. My father was from a wealthy English family. My mother was sent to America by father’s family when they discovered she was with child. He promised to follow but never did. A lovely family took Mother in. After I was born, she went mad and was institutionalised. The family raised me as one of their own. When I started seeing things, they became concerned.”

“The altered time lines after the midnight reset?”

Jonah nodded. “You couldn’t blame them after what happened to my mother. They were trying to do the right thing sending me to the institution. I don’t know how long I was there. When Naitanui appeared in my ward, I thought I was hallucinating. He looked like some kind of witch doctor with those dreadlocks and ebony skin. While he untied my restraints, he warned me to brace for an unimaginable pain. I screamed more than I ever had during the electric shock therapy—the pain was so intense that first time I surfed with him.”

That seemed odd to Cate. She didn’t think institutions used electric shock therapy any more for mentally disturbed patients. They had medications now. Jonah’s mother being sent to America because she was pregnant sounded like something that would have happened a hundred years ago. The emotion on Jonah’s face was so raw, Cate couldn’t interrupt him. She waited.

“We arrived at the Break, and there was Rose. She was so beautiful. I tried to hide that I’d been crying, but she knew. She slipped a handkerchief into my hand while no one was looking.”

Cate touched his arm. Walking next to him and having this conversation felt natural. He stopped and wiped her face with his scarf. She was crying.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I forgot who I was talking to.”

“Is this something you would talk to Catherine about?”

Jonah’s grey eyes widened. “Who?”

“You called me Catherine earlier. No one in Tempus Falls calls me that.”

“Yes, it’s something I would talk about with Catherine.”

Cate was beginning to think she might be Catherine. They reached her house before she could work up the courage to ask Jonah if she was. A little hot air balloon was propped against the front door. Austin.

“Can I ask you a question about Austin and Rose?” she blurted.

“You can ask.”

She kicked a few imaginary pebbles. “Are they an item?”

Jonah threw back his head and laughed. “No.”

She folded her arms defiantly over her chest and stared at him with her best ‘I am not amused’ look. “Were they ever an item?”

“Never.” He shook with silent laughter.

“But you dated Rose?”

“I did.” Jonah’s face turned wistful. The faraway look in his eyes was so tender that Cate’s heart contracted. His lips turned up in a sad smile. “That was a lifetime ago.”

“You’re sure Austin and Rose aren’t together now?”

“I can say with certainty, they never have been and never will be an item.”

The fact they weren’t together made Cate feel less skanky about going with Austin tomorrow.

“The reason I can say that without any doubt is because Rose is Austin’s mother.”

As Jonah’s words filtered into her brain, Cate stumbled.

“Let’s get you onto the porch.” Jonah swept her into his arms.

A little part of her gave a smug sigh. He had lifted her even more easily than she’d imagined. Jonah placed her carefully on the white cane chair. “How can Rose possibly be Austin’s mother?” She wiggled back onto the chair and sat cross-legged. Rose must have been the youngest mother in history, which was a bit icky now she thought about it.

“Rose is an immortal.” Jonah said.

She face-palmed. “Austin told me his mother was an immortal. How’s that work exactly?”

“Naitanui and Mortez have the power to grant the gift of immortality. Immortals are easy to spot.” He tapped next to his eye. “We all have grey eyes.”

Panic sliced through her head. “My mum has grey eyes! You said one of my parents had to have Timesurfer blood.”

Jonah held his hands up. “Relax. All immortals have grey eyes. Not everyone with grey eyes is immortal—there’s a difference.”

She thought through all the Timesurfers she knew—Rose, Rafe, Austin, Jonah, and Zach. “How come Rafe and Zach don’t have grey eyes?”

“It’s a discretionary gift and they haven’t earned it yet. Naitanui likes his Timesurfers to prove themselves first, and Rafe still has a way to go. Even though Mortez is more generous about handing out immortality, Zach is way too new to our world to even be considered. Countless people have joined her solely to obtain immortality.”

“Is that why you chose her?”

“Naitanui granted me immortality when I was eleven.” His tone was dismissive.

Jonah certainly looked older than eleven, and immortals weren’t supposed to age according to her fantasy references. “Besides the forever young benefit, why do Timesurfers want immortality?”

“When you travel through time your body is subjected to pressure and heat. For mortals, the experience is similar to having their insides liquefied and boiled, and their skin shaved off. Immortals feel nothing.”

That she could attest to; it also explained why Austin, with his grey eyes, took the trip in his stride. “You look older than eleven. I thought immortals didn’t age.”

“The anti-aging side of immortality only kicks in at eighteen, regardless of how early you’re granted the gift. If you’re granted immortality at fifty, you’re forever fifty.” Jonah stretched his arms and legs. The blue tattoos glistened on his inner arm from his bicep to the crook of his elbow. There were so many numbers. The last one read 2017. “So you’re also from two thousand and seventeen?”

He nodded. “Always check a Timesurfer’s QIs to ensure you’re dealing with the correct person and not them from a previous or later time. That mistake can get you in all sorts of trouble.”

Jonah had said there was one QI for every year he had been a Timesurfer. “How old are you?”

“I’ll be one hundred and forty-nine in July.”

Immortality certainly suited him. She giggled, unable to resist making her next comment. “You’re an outrageously hot old man, you know.”

Jonah blushed and dropped his gaze. That bashful look would break hearts wide open.

“On that uncomfortable note, I’m off.”

“Are you coming back?” Her phone beeped with the 6:00 p.m. reminder.

“Not tonight, I have plans.”

“Plans to play cards or plans in another century doing some of Mortez’s evil bidding?”

Jonah smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Never you mind. Your evening is free to go to the monster trucks with Zach.”

“As if! I’m going out with Mum, Xavier and the boys for a pre-birthday celebration. It’s tradition.”

Jonah ran a hand down his weary face. “I’ll return tomorrow bearing an appropriately sparkly birthday gift.” He meandered away down the path.

CATE: “WALKING IN THE DOOR NOW”

PIP: “? YOUR DAY?”

CATE: “FINE”

PIP: “THE NEON POSSE...REALLY?”

CATE: “HOME SAFE”

PIP: “I HAD TO ACQUIRE 17 PHONES WITH VIDEOS OF YOU FIGHTING”

CATE: “AT LEAST YOU GOT TO OGLE JONAH”

PIP: “NIGHT”

Cate’s pulse spiked at the thought of what tomorrow morning might bring.
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How much makeup did you wear on a date that started at five in the morning? Was this even a date? Cate held concealer in one hand and mascara in the other. She threw them both on the counter, grimacing as they clattered along the bench in the quiet house. Austin had seen her all week without makeup at school. Her first decision as a sixteen-year-old was made, there would be no makeup. She clipped in her rainbow hair extensions and crept down the stairs.

She miscalculated the number of steps and groped wildly in the dark as she stumbled down the last one. The soft click of the wall switch triggered a pale beam of light, revealing an envelope taped to the oven with her name written on it in her mother’s beautiful handwriting. She ran her fingers over the butterfly on the handcrafted card inside.




Dear Cate,

Happy Birthday, my beautiful girl!

Love you more each year,

Mum xx




How strange. Her mum always signed cards from her and Xavier. A note slipped onto the tiles. Figured—that was probably Xavier’s attempt at a card. She snatched the paper and read.




Cate,

Happy Birthday, again. I can’t believe you’re sixteen! I’m so proud of the woman you have become. Sorry we missed each other last night. Unfortunately, I’ve had to leave the house at insane o’clock on your special day. There’s been an outbreak of incidents at school. I know you and Eve will have a wonderful time on the balloon ride. I’ll be home to have trifle with you this evening. I promise.

Love you,

Mum xxx

P.S. DO NOT TOUCH THE TRIFLE.




The trainee criminals obviously didn’t get the memo to behave on her birthday. There was still no mention of Xavier. With everything that was going on, it made Cate uneasy. Xavier could be a tool, but he had a kind heart. Which it killed her to admit. She grabbed the Vegemite which her mum had sent over from Australia every few months and tapped the bench while her bread toasted. In the five years Cate had been in Tempus Falls, she hadn’t found anything that came close to being as delicious to spread on her toast as Vegemite. She couldn’t understand why people here called it axel grease. Her mum had assumed Eve was her balloon ride partner. Cate hadn’t specified otherwise when they traded texts last night.

She tiptoed to the front door, hesitating at the steps. Should she check on Xavier? No, that was being paranoid. She crept outside and felt her way through the darkness to a chair. A crack splintered the stillness. “Austin?” The cold, dark silence echoed back.

A black shape hurtled toward her out of the sky. Her heart took off like a helicopter and flew into her mouth. A warm, furry ball landed on her lap and started kneading her thighs. Sharp claws pricked her skin, faltering for the briefest second as they caught on her jeans and then continued.

“Geez, Polka Dot, you nearly made me wet my pants.” She crunched on the last piece of buttery vegemite toast and stroked the enormous ginger cat. His yellow eyes flashed in the dark, laughing at her reaction, no doubt. “If you see Eve, let her know I’m pissed at her. I called her ten times last night and she refused to pick up.” She was talking to a cat, for heaven’s sake. He gave an angry hiss and slunk away as light flared on the steps.

Austin was surrounded by a halo of white from the torch in his hand. “Happy Birthday, beautiful sixteen-year-old.” There was an obscene chirpiness to his voice for five in the morning.

Her heart squeezed out an extra beat. She skipped over to the step, grinning so big she felt the strain in her cheeks. Better dial that down or she’d look like a maniac. “Thanks.”

“Up for a surf?”

“What about the balloon ride?” Panic flooded her. She had dressed for a balloon ride. Her preparation for the beach would have involved waxing and a much later time slot.

“We’re surfing to get to the balloon ride.”

Her stomach plummeted. That type of surfing. “Isn’t that against the rules?” There was a hint of desperation in her voice.

“Not today. It took all my phenomenal persuasive powers, but this trip is Naitanui sanctioned. We’re only moving time zones and locations.”

Austin laced his fingers in hers and tiny sparks of electricity shot up her arm. She chewed on her bottom lip. “Will that feel the same as my last trip?”

He smacked himself on the forehead with his hand. “I didn’t think that through. We should do something else. Surfing will be too much for you.”

It was highly likely she would need Austin to take her to the future again if she was going to figure out what her future self had been up to, so she needed to show him she could handle the trip. This was her chance. “If you can do it, so can I.”

A wry smile spread across Austin’s face. “I don’t doubt you can do it, but it’s your birthday, you should get to do something less excruciating.”

“Those few seconds of agonising pain for an awesome balloon ride will be totally worth it. It’s kind of like when you’re psyching yourself up to rip off the mother of all Band-Aids.” She laughed nervously.

“Rafe reckons his monthly full body wax comes a close second to surfing.”

Cate grimaced. “Ouch! Is that a Timesurfer thing?”

“No, that’s a Rafe thing. Are you sure you want to do this? There are plenty of other options at five in the morning for a date in Tempus Falls.”

“What a complete lie. I’m good to go.” He looked dubious, so she nodded furiously as further proof she was ready. She intended to extract a lot of information from Austin during their time together.

“You’re a brave one, even for a Timesurfer. All right. Hold tight...Actually.” Austin scooped her up into his arms, “this might be better for you.”

Her head swirled and her skin hummed at their sudden closeness. She breathed deep. He smelled of soap and a delicious, woody musk scent.

He gave her a reassuring smile. “Hold as tight as you need to. It’ll be over in less than a minute.”

Austin called Naitanui’s name and pulled her closer. She pressed her head to his chest and grabbed his flannel shirt in both fists, fighting to conquer the excruciating pain tearing through her body. They hurtled through a kaleidoscope of colours and jolted to a stop, floating in a warm, velvety silence. She relaxed her hold, praying it was over, but knowing it wasn’t.

“Don’t let go,” Austin breathed.

A split second later, an almighty shove thrust her forward. Her eyes flew open, and silver stars rained down around her, a trail of fiery silver tinsel burned in their wake. When they landed, momentum forced Cate forward. She thrashed against Austin’s hold and attempted to stand and regain her balance. A jarring pain spiked through her ankles and ricocheted to her knees, which crumpled. She tumbled. Her hips and shoulders smashed against the ground. She clutched frantically for something to slow her fall just as her side slammed into something hard. It knocked every ounce of breath from her and brought Cate to an abrupt stop. She opened her eyes as Austin’s head smacked her chin. “Bloody hell!”

“Geez, you’ve got a hard chin. Are you all right?” He wriggled back to look at her face. “I had you, but you’re a slippery little sucker. You have to relax.”

“Relax!” She struggled to get a decent breath. “I was being boiled and skinned alive.”

Flinging her arms wide, she flopped back onto the ground and closed her eyes. “I’m never having a full body wax.” There was pressure on her chest. As she opened her eyes, she saw Austin removing his hands from her boobs.

“Sorry. Completely unintentional breast grab. Cross my heart.”

Her cheeks flared with warmth as she struggled to stand. She gave him a furious glare. “When were you going to tell me Rose was your mother?”

Austin went still, then gave a nervous laugh. “Sorry.” He dropped his head and tentatively raised his eyes to meet hers. “That’s not the easiest thing to slip into conversation. ‘Hi, I’m Austin. Can I introduce you to Rose, my mother who looks like she’s eighteen because she’s an immortal?’”

The fact he had a point did nothing to lessen her annoyance. Jonah had said she should check every Timesurfer’s quantum indicators. She grabbed Austin’s arm and pushed his sleeve up. The last number was 2017. He was the correct Austin. His first QI was 2007. “You’ve been a Timesurfer since you were nine?”

“Yes. We need to trek back up the hill. The hot air balloons are around the corner. I could give you a piggyback if you need more time to recover.”

“I’m perfectly capable of walking up the hill. I was four the last time someone gave me a piggyback.”

“Piggybacks are enjoying a huge resurgence in popularity on dates in two thousand and seventeen, especially double dates. Piggyback fights are all the rage.” He nodded vigorously to support his statement.

“It’s still no.” She took two steps and paused. “Jonah’s not your dad, is he?”

“Certainly not.” Austin rolled his eyes.

His infuriatingly tuneless whistle made her grit her teeth as their shoes crunched along the gravel. The grey light of dawn surrounded them, hinting sunrise was near. They turned the bend, and she gasped at the vibrant colours of the enormous hot air balloons that blocked out the grey morning sky. Austin steered her to a group of people.

“Welcome to Majestic Hot Air Balloons.” A woman with a sheepskin coat that made her look like the Michelin Man greeted them. “There’s hot chocolate to sip while these magnificent flying machines finish topping up. I know you’re going to enjoy experiencing the oldest and most natural way to fly here in the beautiful Avon Valley!”

Cate squealed. “You bought me back to Australia! I thought I could smell eucalyptus trees.” She breathed deeply. The familiar scent evoked happy memories.

The hot chocolate was a mug of steaming, frothy milk with a stirring stick coated in smooth, rich chocolate. You stirred, and the chocolate melted into the milk. Voila! Hot chocolate.

“I love the hot chocolate, nearly as much as the balloon ride.” Austin licked the last bit of chocolate from his stirrer. “Delicious!”

“Do you do this all the time?”

His eyes danced with amusement. “Rose has brought me here for my birthday since I was three. I had to wear a harness until I was eight.”

The guide interrupted their conversation. “Let’s get up, up, and away.”

Austin boosted Cate into the wicker basket, hurdling in after her. Excitement hummed through her as they hovered and then floated higher. “What a rush,” she yelled.

His gorgeous face beamed with excitement. He winked, and like it was the most natural thing in the world, they snuggled together. The now familiar woody scent of Austin’s skin wove through her senses. She relaxed against him, luxuriating in the warmth of his body. Her head fit perfectly under his chin.

“Thanks for coming.” He rested his cheek on her forehead for a second. Hot air surged into the balloon and they rose higher.

Wisps of fog floated in a sky streaked with intense red and orange hues pointing to the tip of a luminous ball peeking over the horizon. In an instant, the fiery sun soared boldly above their heads. “It’s so beautiful,” Cate breathed.

“Very beautiful.” Austin’s fingers lingered as he brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “Higher?”

She nodded. There was a vulnerability and depth of emotion to him she had never seen before. He was attractive and had that weapon of a smile, but there was no mistaking the control and focus underpinning everything he did. The constant promise of a good time softened him a little, but today he seemed to have stripped back the warrior to reveal his true self.

Farms dotted the ground below. The freshly ploughed fields, lush green trees, and meandering streams were breathtaking.

“I think about you way more than I should.” Austin rubbed his scarred cheek.

“How did you get your scars?”

Austin’s fingers curved around her shoulders, and he rested his forehead against hers. “I got too close to a lion at the Grommet Trials.”

She traced the scars down his face and neck. A lion had made them. “What are the Grommet Trials?”

“They’re a Timesurfer initiation thing.” He smiled that beautiful smile. “No more business talk, let’s enjoy the ride.”

The basket lurched, and she scrambled to maintain her balance. Austin, as sure footed as ever, pulled her tight against him. Her heartbeat was in sync with his. This was the most perfect moment she could remember.

Too soon, Austin helped her out of the balloon. He led her to tables covered with red and white checked tablecloths and decorated with vases of yellow tulips. A long, gnarled wooden table was filled with platters of food. The mouthwatering aroma of bacon and fried potatoes stood out above all the other delicious smells.

Austin mounded his plate so high with food, a few mushrooms toppled on the ground as he ambled to a table. He balanced his plate with one hand and pulled her chair out with the other. She was all for equal rights, but manners like his were awesome.

“So you have quite the large family.” Austin tucked into his breakfast.

Her mouth watered as she pushed her food around her plate. Her fear of vomiting on her return trip was so great, she’d made a pact with herself not to eat anything. It smelled divine, though. “Last time I checked, a mother and brother didn’t make for a big family.”

Austin gave her a quizzical look. “You only have one brother?”

“Yep. An annoying twelve-year-old named Xavier.”

His brow furrowed. “What about the other three guys who always hang around your house?”

She gave him a questioning look.

“You know we’ve been following you.”

Following...stalking...there was a fine line. “Balthazar, Melchior, and Gaspar are from Mum’s detention centre. No relation, but an ever present annoyance. Mum took them under her wing from day one here.” Cate relented and nibbled a rasher of crispy bacon. The warm and salty taste didn’t disappoint.

“Their mother certainly had a God complex.” Austin didn’t look up from his plate.

“They aren’t brothers.” She tried some scrambled eggs. They were luscious and creamy on her tongue.

“So it’s a coincidence they’re named after the three wise men?”

She shrugged. “If you say so. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No, it’s only Rose and me.”

“And you have a dad?”

“It’s a biological fact; even an immortal woman needs a man to make a baby.” He sizzled a smile across the table.

One look and her head was so full of all things Austin, everything else fell away. “Is it weird having your mum around all the time?”

Austin shrugged. “It’s better than being stuck with some ancient tribe creating wood carvings all day.”

“What?”

“I have a complicated family life. There’s some intense baggage there.”

She knew exactly how that was.

He pointed his fork at her. “You don’t look much like your mum, do you?”

“No.” She sighed. “Everyone comments on what a beautiful, petite mother I have. Mum says I take after Dad’s side of the family.”

“Where’s he?”

“He stayed in Australia when we relocated. I like to think it was to help keep us safe, but I know it was because he wanted out. The last month before we left Australia was a tough one.”

Austin nodded. “What happened?”

“My mother used to work black ops for a covert government agency. She crossed some pretty nasty people. One morning after Dad and I dropped Xavier to school, three official-looking black SUVs surrounded our car and forced us to pull over. They said they had received a credible threat against our family and we were required to go into protective custody. They weren’t there to protect us. They were the bad guys.” Cate shuddered.

Austin placed his hand on hers. “I’m guessing things got pretty rough. I understand if you don’t want to talk about it.”

She was actually relieved to be able to tell someone after all this time. “I was forced to watch them torture Dad for information about Mum. They pushed bamboo under my fingernails if I looked away, and burned me with their cigars for fun.” She held out her palms and showed Austin the scars from the burn marks.

“So that’s why you went into witness protection?”

Cate nodded. “When Mum came storming in to rescue us, I thought it was over and things would go back to normal.”

“Didn’t happen?”

“Still waiting.” She laughed awkwardly. “So where’s your dad?”

Austin chased the last piece of scrambled egg around his plate. “That’s need-to-know. And I’m not on the ‘need-to-know’ list.”

“When did you last see him?”

“I’ve never met him.”

“Oh. That must suck.”

Austin smiled a sad smile. “It’s better than him risking a slow and torturous death.” He dragged his hands down his face, looking suddenly weary. “What sucks is I’m the reason that would happen to him and nothing I do will ever change that. I’m number one on Mortez’s most wanted list, and my dad’s number two. Rose unknowingly had an affair with Mortez’s husband. That’s who my dad is. Mortez took the betrayal badly. Rose’s family and my dad are now hidden and guarded by the Midnight Society around the clock.”

“Why doesn’t Mortez just go after Rose?”

“Because it’s more painful for Rose to endure the people she loves being hunted and destroyed.”

“That’s a pretty hardcore revenge plan.”

“That’s Mortez for you.”

Cate brushed his fingers with hers. “I’m sure your dad wishes he could spend time with you.”

Austin’s cheeks flushed. “When I was little, I used to pretend Jonah was my dad.”

For a second she glimpsed a boy desperate for someone to call his father. “He’d be a wicked-cool dad.”

“I picked him because Rose was always smiling and laughing when he was around. Jonah would leave little notes and gifts for us to find. He was also the fiercest warrior Naitanui had, other than Rose, of course.”

“How long was Jonah with Naitanui?”

“He was with the Society for...” He glanced her way. “A number of years.”

“Are we talking a decade, century, what?”

Austin grabbed a piece of toast from Cate’s plate and chewed it slowly before he spoke. “About one hundred and thirty years. You two must have had quite the heart to heart.”

“Not really. He explained immortals, said he and Rose had a thing, pointed out Rose was your mother and enlightened me about the fact he was a conduit. How come he left Naitanui?”

Austin shrugged. “I’m not sure how it all worked. There were a few reasons, I believe. But what I do know is Mortez killed one person from his family each day he delayed joining her after she asked.”

Cate’s jaw dropped. “That’s barbaric! Couldn’t he go to the police or...something?”

“And say what? Excuse me, officer. That evil time travelling lady is killing my relatives one by one.”

“Why did Mortez want Jonah?”

“He’s a conduit, and they’re rare, only two in the last five hundred years. And Rose trained him. He’s by far the best soldier Mortez has.”

She remembered Jonah training at the house. He was awesome.

Cate looked from Austin to the empty plate in front of him. “So immortals still have to eat?”

“I’m not an immortal.” He held his hand up as she opened her mouth. “I was born with grey eyes. But to answer your question, yes, immortals have to eat, sleep, and do all the normal things mortals do.”

“What about the Timesurfing? You don’t seem to be struggling with becoming a seething puddle of boiling entrails when you travel through time like I do.”

“That’s disgusting!”

She grinned at the appalled look on his face.

“Surfing has never been a problem for me. Spare a thought for Rafe, he’s been surfing for nearly a year as a mortal. It’s a touchy subject. I don’t recommend you bring it up.” He shuffled his seat around so they were side by side and rested his arm along the back of her chair.

The smell of the damp earth and eucalyptus trees mingled to give a scent that invigorated her soul. The cloudless morning sky was the most vibrant, cheerful blue imaginable. A few minutes of agony were a small price to pay for this perfection. “It’s tranquil and energising at the same time.”

Austin smiled and nodded, his fingers curving around the top of her arm. “If I could revisit any moment in time, I’d pick this one.”

Cate laid her head against his shoulder. Me too, she thought. The contented sound of knives and forks scraping plates as people finished breakfast reminded her their date was nearly over. She closed her eyes and drank in the sun, warm on her face, determined to remember every sound, every smell, every moment.

“Hey, Beautiful.” Austin gave her shoulder a squeeze. “We’re getting the evil eye from people who want to clear away.”

They wandered toward a small stream trickling through the paddock. The damp ground silenced their footsteps. The bark peeling from the brown and white streaked trunks of the paperbark trees fluttered as a solitary flurry of wind meandered through. Austin kept a firm grasp on her hand. “Are you ready to get back?”

“No. Do we have any other options?”

“None that wouldn’t get us into an enormous amount of trouble.” His thumb brushed her palm, sending little ripples of happiness along her arm.

“Damn it!”

Austin laughed. “Would it help if I offered to get a full body wax in support of your pain?”

She gave him a devilish grin. “Only if I’m the one doing the waxing.”

“I’m a little scandalised right now!” The mock terror on Austin’s face made her grin wider. “I thought you’d be far too delicate to participate in something that crude. What if I unintentionally flash my manly bits?”

She laughed wickedly. “We’d be even after you unintentionally groped my boobs.”

Austin pretended to tip his hat. “Touché.”

Cate squared her shoulders and blew out a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and snuggled into her neck. “Naitanui!” 

The world spun and stars exploded, showering glittering diamonds across the black velvet sky. The burning tore at her chest.

“You’re home,” he whispered.

“My heart’s on fire,” Cate gasped.

“Ahhh...”

She panted and clutched at her chest. “My heart is literally on FIRE!”
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“Help me!” Cate screamed and threw her jacket to the ground. An inferno raged inside her chest and burned along her throat. “I’m on fire.”

Austin hesitated. “Of course!” He cursed loudly and pulled her so tight to his chest that Cate struggled to breathe.

She wrestled free of his hold. “That’s not helping.” The pain radiating from her chest took her breath away. She clawed at her skin as she wrenched her top off. The skin over her heart bubbled in a red, angry shape the size of her fist. “Thanks for bloody NOTHING!”

“The pain will pass in a few minutes. Try to relax.”

“My heart is spitting fire and clawing its way out of my boiling skin and your advice is to relax?” she hissed.

“I also said it would be over in a few minutes.”

“And why the hell would I blindly believe you?” She winced as fire lanced down her arm. “And don’t even think about going down the ‘trust me’ path.”

“Fine. I’ll show you.” He unbuttoned his shirt and pointed to his chest. He had two wings tattooed directly over his heart. “They’re my wings. You’re getting your wings. They let mortals surf without pain.” Austin stared over her shoulder. “Oh, crap.”

Balthazar, Gaspar, and Melchior sat on the white cane chairs on the porch looking murderous. The boys jumped the painted railings and stalked toward her.

“Well hello, Austin,” Balthazar said.

“You know each other?” Cate groaned. “That can only mean that you three are Timesurfers too.” That was the real reason why Jonah knew Balthazar the other night.

“Jonah said Naitanui sent you back, Austin. Mortez will enjoy playing with you.”

Cate rolled her eyes. “And, of course, you’re with the evil Mortez.” The pain in her chest had subsided to a dull ache.

“Should we be expecting your mother to arrive as backup any time soon, Austin?” An evil grin slid across Balthazar’s face.

Austin remained motionless; his eyes fixed on the boys fanning out around him. “I don’t need backup for you three chumps.”

Cate stepped in front of Austin. “If any of you lay one grimy paw on him, I’ll tell Mum you’ve been street fighting. She’ll have you in lockdown for a month.”

“Move, Cate!” Balthazar and Austin chorused.

No one looked like they were backing down. Balthazar’s shirt was stained dark from sweat, and purple veins stood out on his forearms. She put a hand on both Balthazar’s and Austin’s chests and braced as hard as she could to separate them. Their strength far outweighed hers—she needed another plan. An idea twinkled and then shone with an intensity that made it impossible to ignore. Mel and Gaspar stalked forward, closing the circle around Austin. She focused on Austin, repeating a sentence over and over in her mind. His right eye twitched, and she heard him sigh.

In one fluid movement, Austin grabbed Cate and then held her against him as a human shield, his hand firmly under her chin as he spoke. “Come one step closer and I’ll break her neck.”

The boys froze.

“You wouldn’t. Not her,” Mel said.

Austin lifted Cate so her feet dangled above the ground. There was barely enough air getting through for her to breathe. His hand coiled around her shoulder, positioned perfectly to break her neck. A smidge of panic flickered in her chest.

“I definitely would, Mel. Move one gnarled toenail closer and I’ll also break a few of your bones for fun. Mortez would be sure to let the fire ants gnaw on you all if you let Cate die.”

The boys and Cate shivered at the mention of fire ants. Cate’s nightmares about them were still vivid. As black spots exploded in front of her eyes, she silently pleaded for Austin to loosen his grip. He murmured for her to show more fear as he released his hold slightly.

“Back off, boys. Please,” she gurgled. The indecision etched on all three of their faces was evidence they were contemplating their next move.

“Make them back off,” Austin breathed into her neck.

What did he think she was trying to do? She flashed him a furious sideways glare, and he actually rolled his eyes!

“Everyone needs to use their heads.” He squeezed her shoulder and throat as he said “everyone” and “heads.”

Cate spluttered and gasped for air. Then it registered what he was trying to tell her. She focused on each of the boys in turn. Their faces went blank, and their eyes glazed over. They slowly dragged their feet, reluctant to move, but unable to fight against her silent command for them to return to the house.

She steadied herself against Austin as he released her. “I probably should have done that to start with.”

He smiled and wrapped his arms around her waist. “It would have been less dramatic than your feeble attempt to compel me to pretend to snap your neck. All good in the end, though.”

The air shimmered, and Rafe and Rose appeared. “Naitanui sent us to check on you. Your time tube suddenly split in two.” Rose blinked a few times as she eyed Cate and Austin. “What exactly is going on here?”

Cate shuffled uncomfortably, acutely aware she was standing in the street, half-naked with Austin in full view of his mother.

Austin tightened his grip on Cate’s waist as she cast her eyes downward. “Chill, Rose. All the important bits of clothing are intact. My virtue is no more tainted than it was this morning. I think we might cover you and your virtue up a bit, though.” He held his green and black checked shirt out for Cate to slide her arms into. She buttoned from the top, and Austin started at the bottom.

“This…” Rose motioned between Cate and Austin, “is not okay. Not in any time or universe. You know better, Austin. You disrespect your oath and all those who have died to uphold it for some worthless child? You disappoint me.”

Austin flinched as if Rose had slapped him.

After a series of flickering images of Jonah, each clearer than the next, he finally appeared on the road. “I’m checking on the multiple time tubes. Oh...Rose...” There was an awkward second that felt like an hour. Jonah lost his focus, visibly taken aback. His eyes held Rose’s as a barrage of emotion and unspoken words passed between them. He pointed to Rafe, who had on a white T-shirt with “Choose Life” in bold black letters on the front, tiny fluorescent lime shorts, and a matching lime headband. “What are you wearing? That clashes with your hair.”

“I was at a WHAM! concert.”

“Nothing’s going to go with his mullet.” Cate gave a nervous laugh but stopped abruptly when Jonah’s eyes met hers. The disappointment in his face gnawed at her heart. She played with the corner of Austin’s flannel shirt.

Rose gave Cate a venomous glare and shoved Jonah. “Leave now, or I’ll make you!”

Jonah’s fingers encircled Rose’s wrists. “I’m not here to fight, and I won’t allow you to take Cate anywhere.”

“I’m in no mood to negotiate. My orders are to bring Cate to the Break. I can do that before or after a fight. Do us both a favour and leave.”

Jonah didn’t resist when Rose shook off his hold. “I’m not leaving, and you aren’t taking Cate.”

Rose motioned to him with one hand. “Come on, Lover, let’s see if you’ve got any moves I didn’t teach you.”

“I don’t want to fight.”

With a shrug, Rose whirled and landed a vicious kick, dragging the heel of her boot across the corner of Jonah’s eye. His skin tore and blood trickled down his cheek.

Cate darted forward. “Are you okay?”

Austin circled his arms tight around her chest, restraining her. “He’s had worse. I’ve learned never to get between those two. Best to let them have at it. It’s what they do. I gave up trying to make sense of it a while back.” His voice was as emotionless as his expression. He remained completely unfazed as Jonah grabbed Rose’s leg and, wrenching hard, sending her spiralling through the air.

Catlike, Rose landed on her feet. They sashayed, their bodies gliding one way, then the other. Calm predators, searching for a vulnerability to exploit.

Rose’s eyes never left Jonah. “We’re taking, Cate.”

“And I’ll come and get her. You know I can.”

Cate was finished being treated like a possession. “Right! Everybody look at me.” She met each person’s eyes with her best badass glare.

A wry smile flittered across Jonah’s face, which she found strangely encouraging. Austin didn’t resist as she shook his hands from her shoulders. “I’m not going with any of you. I compelled Balthazar, Mel, and Gaspar to stop fighting and go into the house. I also compelled Austin to threaten to break my neck.”

“Correction, you tried to compel me,” Austin said.

“I wanted you to threaten to snap my neck, and you did. End of discussion. Rafe, go back to your WHAM! concert, or I’ll make you cartwheel nonstop until you throw up. You know I can.”

“Look who’s finally grown a pair,” Rafe said before promptly disappearing.

Cate’s eyes lingered on Austin’s bare torso. She’d had no chance to appreciate his near nakedness. He looked better than she could ever have imagined. Her fingers itched to touch his insane abs.

Rose made a disgusted noise in the back of her throat, and with a frightening glare, vanished. That had been easier than Cate expected.

“She’s mightily pissed!” Austin said.

“I’ll give you two some privacy.” With a terse nod, Jonah strode over and leant against the house, resting a foot against the white weatherboard wall. This was Jonah at his most menacing; a quiet, lethal weapon coiled and ready to spring.

“Glower all you like, Jonah. I’m not leaving Cate with you,” Austin said.

“Actually, you are,” Cate said matter-of-factly. “It’s not up for discussion. Now, clearly Timesurfers are big fans of aggressive negotiations. I don’t want to fight. I don’t want you to fight Jonah, and I certainly don’t want to fight you and Jonah. I will though, if that’s what it takes to get my way. Regardless of the fact I know you’ll both kick my butt, I’m sure neither Naitanui nor Mortez wants a nearly dead me to deal with. You wouldn’t be here if you could have just killed me. I know this because Rose would obviously love to kill me and hasn’t. Go, Austin.”

“This is a new side of you. Very take charge.” Austin reached for her hand. “I hope you had a fun birthday morning.”

“I had a fabulous birthday morning.” A nervous laugh escaped her. Austin scrambled her brains when he was this close.

“I loved every minute. See you, Beautiful.” He disappeared.

She gave a happy little half skip and then forced herself to walk calmly over to Jonah, who was lounging on the step.

“Did you spill something on your clothes?” His eyes dropped to Austin’s shirt.

“Oh! No.” She shoved her hands in the back pocket of her jeans with an uncomfortable laugh. “I tore mine off because I thought I was going to spontaneously combust when I got my wings on the way back from the balloon ride.”

“Congrats.” He leant back on his elbows and smiled.

He was so comfortable and easy to be with, all the crap in her life melted away. She scooted onto the step next to him. “What does getting my wings actually mean?”

“It permits you to surf pain-free without immortality. It’s also a sign the residual magic in you is strong, and one or more of your powers is unique. Your migraines will be gone. They’re the precursor to getting your wings.”

Cate motioned toward the house. “So the boys from the detention centre are all Timesurfers with Mortez from the future?”

“They aren’t from the future. They’re all from two thousand and fourteen. Why do you say they’re with Mortez?”

“Because when I saw you talking to Balthazar the other night you looked way too friendly for two guys who had only met once at a poker game. He also threatened to take Austin to her. You Timesurfers are big fat liars!”

“There’s a difference between lying and non-disclosure.” Blood glistened on his cheek.

“You just keep thinking that if it makes you feel better.” She touched her hand to the corner of his eye, fascinated as the blood and gaping cut disappeared.

“Thanks.” He threaded his fingers through hers. His hand was warm and made all the stress in her body evaporate. She focused on a bee, busily moving from rose to rose. The intoxicating perfume of the flowers wafted her way.

“I wondered when you’d show a bit of your badass.”

“I like to use my badass sparingly. It has more impact that way.” She gave him a cheesy grin.

Jonah grinned back and swatted at a bee buzzing around his face. “And there’s the smart-ass as well.”

“Are you allowed to surf to any concert or event you like? Can you just time travel for fun?”

“We go on many different types of missions. Most are to manipulate time lines, some are information gathering, others are history immersion expeditions and a few are just because we can.” The sunlight glinted on the copper highlights in his hair as he leant back and gave her a crooked smile.

“Do we hold hands a lot in the future?”

Jonah gave her a quizzical look. “Do you like holding my hand?”

Cate thought for a minute. “Yes, I do. You should feel privileged. It’s widely known I’m not a big hand holder.”

His grey eyes sparkled. “How was the balloon ride?”

“Awesome.”

“They are wonderful. Did Austin tell you Rose made him wear a harness until he was eight?”

Cate nodded and chuckled.

“How’s the birthday going otherwise?”

“No presents yet. Mum went to sort out a drama at work during the night and Xavier was in bed when I left at five this morning.”

“Right.” Jonah gave a tight smile. “I better get going. I can sense a mother returning from a mile away, and yours will be here any minute.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a glittering strand of emerald stones, which he dangled in front of her. “Happy Birthday from me.”

“I can’t accept that.” Her fingers reached to touch the bracelet of their own accord. A voice inside Cate’s head yelled take it, take it! It’s so beautiful. “No, I really can’t.”

“Take the bracelet. It’s sparkly and beautiful, like you.”

“You’re so smooth. You know just how to make a girl smile. It must be because you’re so old.” She gave an evil chuckle.

“I know plenty of ways to make a girl smile, no jewellery or props required.”

His devilish grin made her laugh. There was a lot to like about Jonah. “I can’t take it.” She held the bracelet toward him.

“Live with it for a while and see how it feels.” He called Mortez, and melted from view.

The thud of a car door startled Cate. She slipped the bracelet into her back pocket as her mother strode across the grass.

“Happy birthday, my gorgeous girl.” Her mum hugged her bone crushingly hard for such a tiny person. If she was surprised at Cate’s shirt, she didn’t show it. “Pop inside and send those boys out. I’m none too pleased with their behaviour. Street fighting, and right in front of the house. It’s not acceptable.”

As Cate traipsed toward the front door, her mind raced. She hesitated as her hand touched the door handle. With the Timesurfers now a bona fide threat to her family, there was a clear procedure Cate should follow. She wasn’t convinced it was the right one, though.
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The boys sidled around Cate, careful to maintain a safe distance.

“So you guys all obviously know that I’m going to be a Timesurfer?”

Balthazar spoke first. “We knew it was highly likely. First I’ve seen of your powers, though.”

Gaspar scratched his head and wrinkled his nose. “You compelled us. That should be impossible, but you did it, freaky, but wicked.”

Her ability to compel other Timesurfers was quite the big deal. “If you’re all Timesurfers, why have I never seen your QIs?”

Mel lifted his sleeve to reveal an arm without QIs. “It’s a glamour. Clear your mind and concentrate on scraping a layer of dirt off my skin.”

The QIs on his arm suddenly became visible. They ended on the number 2014, so he wasn’t from the future.

“I’m waiting!” her mother hollered from outside.

“Mum wants you guys outside. She’s furious. If any of you lay one of your Timesurfer fingers on my mother, I’ll have you locked up so far underground you’ll need an oxygen mask.”

The boys hustled out to the front yard. Their haste confirmed the fierce power her mother wielded over all the juvenile delinquents at the detention centre. She was ninety-five percent badass. Maybe she would be a good match for the evil Mortez.

Cate hurried to watch the boys with her mother through the window in the front room, ready to compel them if necessary. She eased Jonah’s gift from her pocket and clipped the glittering green strands around her wrist. Austin had suggested the boys were brothers. Maybe they were. She searched for some kind of resemblance.

Gaspar had tight scarlet curls. Balthazar’s brown hair was brutally short, so there was no way to tell if it was curly or straight, and Melchior’s shaggy blond hair curled around his collar and ears, but that was just because it needed a wash. The boys did have similar noses. Austin looked more like Balthazar and Melchior’s brother than Gaspar.

Melchior and Gaspar slunk around the side of the house, assigned garden duty all day. It was one of her mother’s favourite punishments. Balthazar and her mum remained on the front lawn, their heads close. With a glance Cate’s way, Balthazar headed after the other boys.

“Cate?” her mum called from the front door.

“In here.”

“How was ballooning?”

“Um...enlightening.”

Her mum gave her a quizzical look. “Did Eve enjoy it? Is that one of her shirts?”

It wasn’t going to be easy to answer her mother without telling a flat out lie. “What did the boys do?” She countered the question with a question.

“They were street fighting like common thugs. Someone called the detention centre about it. The boys are lucky they didn’t call the police.” Her mother tapped a tinnie, metallic tune on the sink with a fingernail.

“Who were they fighting?” Cate held her breath.

“I don’t know and I don’t care. They shouldn’t be fighting at all,” her mother replied. “Did you see anything?”

This could go one of two ways. Either her mother had no idea she was involved in the confrontation, or she knew and was dishing out just enough rope for Cate to hang herself. “The boys were on the porch when I arrived home.” Technically, that was the truth. The strands of emeralds wrapped around her wrist cast rainbows on the wall as the sun bounced off them.

“Is that your birthday present from Eve?” Her mother moved closer to inspect the bracelet. “She’s such a thoughtful young girl. The green brings out the colour of your eyes. You always look lovely in green.”

“Thanks.” Cate pulled away from her mother’s grasp. “I might give Eve a call and see if she wants to watch the boys do their penance.”

“You just left Eve. I doubt she’s even made it home. If you pass your driver’s test this afternoon, I’ll let you borrow my car and visit her.”

Cate was desperate for a few minutes to herself. Her brain whirred and then like a stubborn child, it sat on the ground, cross-legged, and refused to work. “That would be good. I have some girl stuff to talk to her about.”

“Girl stuff?” The disbelief written across her mother’s face wasn’t unexpected. Cate didn’t do girl talk. Ever.

“Not my girl stuff,” she ploughed on with her story. One day she would learn to get while the getting was good. “Eve’s girl stuff. She’s working on asking someone out.”

Her mother’s eyebrows disappeared under her geometrical black fringe. “If you tell me you’re going to braid each other’s hair, I’m calling the doctor.”

“Funny.” She rolled her eyes and strolled toward the door, swinging her arms extra hard to appear nonchalant.

“How are you coping after parting ways with Zach? Are there any perspective boyfriends that I should know about?”

“You know about Zach and me?”

“He was your boyfriend until a few days ago.”

Cate was confused. Eve had said in the jeep that Zach had been dating Brittany for months the other morning. It was a new day though, so the timeline must have been altered again. “I’m fine. I’ll keep you updated on the new boyfriend situation. I have a few things in play.”

“Well, let me know if you want me to send someone around to have Zach beaten to a pulp. I could also have him murdered, discreetly of course.” Her mum’s eyes sparkled. “I’ve at least two experienced killers on speed dial. It would completely look like an accident.”

“Good to know, but I’ll pass.” Her mum would never actually do that, but it was funny she asked. “Thanks for caring.”

Her mum shrugged. “The offer’s there. Eve’s new friend, do I know her?”

“Nope.”

“But it is a her?”

Shit. Her mum’s sneaky streak had caught her again. “Yes, it’s a her.”

“Turn and look at me. So there’s no misunderstanding, I’ll say this without any frills.” Her mother took a few seconds to formulate her next sentence. “Whether you choose to share your intimate moments with a boy, a girl, or a mixture of both makes no difference to how much I love you.”

Cate dropped her gaze and fidgeted with her hair. This was even more uncomfortable than having the sex talk. “I’m not gay or bisexual.”

“Regardless, if you were ever to decide you were—”

“Look, good to know, but I’m straight.” The fact her mum had sworn off men flittered across her mind. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being gay, and I would love you the same if you were.” This was fast turning into the most awkward exchange ever.

Her mum chuckled. “I’m not trying to tell you I’m gay. I have many secrets, but that’s not one of them. I thought maybe you were Eve’s new girlfriend.”

Cate gave a nervous laugh as relief shimmied down her spine.

“What about Jonah for you? He seemed quite the gentleman and a hot, sexy badass to boot!”

“MUM!” She signalled her mother to stop. “You’re old—that’s icky. This conversation is flat out disturbing.”

“Look who I’m with each day. I could teach you a few new words. I’m just saying Jonah seems to kick Zach’s butt on all fronts.”

“But, Mum,” she said with mock indignation. “He might be a terrible person under all that gorgeousness and those manners.”

“I’m pretty sure ‘gorgeousness’ is not a word. He also needs those impeccable manners to balance out his hardcore bad boy thing which makes your knees go weak and whips those hormones into a frenzy.”

“Eeew...Mum!”

“If he is a terrible person, you can throw him back. There’s plenty more fish in the sea. If he’s terrible to you, the consequences will be severe.” Her mother’s matter-of-fact smile belied the underlying threat. “Now go and do whatever you need to with Eve. She’s welcome to come to dinner tonight and bring her new friend. Two is such a small number for a birthday celebration.”

Cate froze. Why would there only be two of them? What about Xavier?

“Your brother loved birthday celebrations. The balloons were always his favourite. It took a week for him to come off the sugar high from all the candy. I miss him more on special occasions.”

The sadness in her mother’s voice made Cate’s gut twist. Her mum not signing Xavier’s name on the birthday card that morning made sense now. This was another alternate time line, like when she woke up to a redecorated house and to Eve as head girl. In this time line her brother was gone. Tears burned her eyes.

Her mother rushed forward and hugged her tight. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. My head says five years is a long time for him to be missing, but my heart can still feel him. I won’t lose hope. No one can just leave the house and disappear without a trace. Someone out there knows something. We must keep looking and stay positive.”

Each time Cate thought Xavier’s name, a sliver shaved from her heart, leaving an angrier and more painful graze. She took a few deep breaths, willing herself calm.

“No more tears today. Go! Go!” Her mum shooed Cate from the kitchen.

She forced herself to make slow, deliberate steps upstairs. When she reached Xavier’s bedroom door, she hesitated and then peeked in. It was like she had stepped back in time. The pictures and toys from when they first moved to Tempus Falls still decorated the room. It hadn’t been updated since. It was also too tidy for Xavier, and there was a thin layer of dust on most surfaces. A pile of flyers on a chair with a photo of a smiling Xavier caught her attention—he looked so young. She read the flyer.




Have you seen this boy?

He went missing from Tempus Falls

On Monday 17th of January 2009.




Her mother’s number was on the bottom of the page. Xavier had gone missing on Cate’s birthday five years ago.

She rushed to the sanctuary of her room and crumpled on the bed. An invisible weight crushed her chest and she struggled to breathe. Pain seared through her heart as she stole a shallow gasp of air. She closed her eyes, and the bright sparks of colour her anguish had stolen from the room pierced her eyelids like a shower of hot needles.

Tears dripped down her cheeks. She buried her head in the pillow and screamed. Colossal sobs now threatened to smash her ribs. The Timesurfers had done this. Yesterday someone had gone back to 2009 and taken Xavier. She knew this because she only saw the change today after the midnight reset. If Xavier had been taken in 2009 as part of an unmanipulated timeline, Cate wouldn’t see it as a change today. This was an altered time line created in the last twenty-four hours. Xavier was gone, and it was all her fault. As her tears ebbed and her sobs subsided, a fierce determination sparked within her. She would make this right.
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This week was proving brutal. There was only one way for Jonah to be free of Mortez, and it was something he could never ask Catherine to be part of. It was also something she would never forgive him for. So there were now three things she would never forgive him for if she found out. He banged his fists on the table.

“You’ve been prowling in and out all night. Shouldn’t you be ready for a nap?” Zach shot balled up paper into the sink filled with dirty dishes. “Score! That’s ten for ten.” He punched his fists in the air. 

Jonah’s head ached and his stomach churned. Cate would be devastated about losing Xavier. He had hoped that he had successfully convinced the current Mortez to change her mind when he met with her last night. He checked with Balthazar this morning who had confirmed the midnight reset showed Xavier had still been taken.

Zach cocked his head. “Can you hear that? It’s like a loud thud. Over and over.”

Jonah scratched his head.

“Do that again,” Zach gritted his teeth.

“Do what again?”

“Scratch your head.”

Jonah scratched his head, and Zach grimaced.

“Dude, I think my head’s going to explode,” Zach whispered.

In nearly a century and a half, Jonah had seen plenty of people get blown up, but never someone’s head explode. “I find that—”

“Too loud, man. I can hear claps of thunder now.” Zach’s voice was barely audible, and his hands were pressed over his ears.

Jonah’s eyes rested on the kitchen tap. He looked from the dripping water to Zach, who winced each time a droplet hit the sink. Jonah grabbed Zach’s arm. He could just make out the numbers two and zero beginning to show in blue ink. Zach was getting his first quantum indicator and coming into his powers. He pointed at the numbers on Zach’s arm and scribbled a note.




Your first quantum indicator is coming through, so your power is kicking in. It looks like super-sensory hearing. Brace yourself for a major headache.






“Hearing? That’s a lame power,” Zach whispered, his face pale and piqued. “I want to be fast or have X-ray vision—something cool.” He screwed up the paper and groaned.

With a combination of charades and force, Jonah manoeuvred the close-to-delirious Zach to his bedroom. He closed the velvet curtains and left the room with his arms full of everything that made any sort of noise. After he checked on Cate, he would report Zach’s condition.
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Jonah paced across the foot of the wooden steps. His stomach churned at the thought of what lay inside the house. The white, two-storey weatherboard house with its blue door, matching shutters, and picturesque English garden gave no hint of the evil inside. The perfume from the pink roses evoked memories of summers he had spent in the backyard with Rose and Austin at their cottage. With a deep breath, he charged up the steps and pounded on the door. Just my luck, he thought as the door swung open.

Cate’s mother stepped back and motioned him in with a lazy smile. “It’s always a pleasure to see my fiercest warrior.”

Jonah looked the woman who controlled his life up and down. “I can’t see any of the real you under that glamour you hide behind every day.” Mortez was unrecognisable as this petite woman with perfectly bobbed black hair. The glamour she used to hide her true identity from her family and those outside the Timesurfer world was impressive.

“Anonymity has its advantages in my line of work.”

“Where is she?” Jonah demanded.

The woman who led the Maligo Order pointed upstairs with one hand as she turned his arm over and tapped the 2017 on his inner forearm. Her curious grey eyes looked him up and down. “I hope I’m treating you well in the future.”

“For all you know, I’ve dumped your sorry ass to do Naitanui’s bidding. The Maligo Order may no longer exist, and you could be dead.”

“I’m confident that’s not the case.” Her dry smile was familiar. “It would be a fatal move for you and your somewhat depleted family to return to Naitinui’s Midnight Society. You’re a great warrior, Jonah, but your heart makes you vulnerable. There’s your family, Rose and her family, and now the jewel, my daughter, Cate.”

“Your children have never seen what you actually look like. If Cate knew who you really were and the things you’ve done—”

“Enough!” Mortez’s fingernails dug into his wrist. “Don’t you dare lecture me on what my daughter might think or do. I’m her mother. I have loved and protected her every day of her life. The fact I choose to use this glamour for her safety, is completely irrelevant.”

He clenched his fists and glared. “Does she know Xavier’s gone?”

“Yes. She found out when she came back from her early morning balloon ride with Eve. Her first QI hasn’t come through yet.” Mortez gestured flamboyantly as she spoke.

A knife twisted in his stomach. “I can’t believe you went ahead with your plan to kidnap Xavier after I pleaded with you to reconsider. I’ve never asked you for anything. EVER!”

“Don’t be dramatic. I had no doubt you would come to me at some stage and plead that I revoke the orders to kidnap the boy. With Balthazar, Melchior and Gaspar sleeping here each night, all of you have an aura clash with the time that you kidnapped Xavier, and none of you can return and change it. The date I gave you those orders, and the date you kidnapped Xavier as I instructed, are two of the most heavily guarded times in history, to protect against the possibility you ever manage to convince someone to help you.”

“Does family mean nothing to you?”

A fierce mask slipped over the face of the woman he had seen do unthinkable things. “Duty often clashes with love. You of all people should know that.”

Jonah flinched. “I came to see Cate. Let me pass.”

Mortez gripped his arm. Her nails dug into his skin. “I’ll remind you to hold your tongue.”

He shook off her hand. “I’ll continue to keep your filthy secret. It’s the only way to protect Catherine from her monster of a mother.”

“It’s our secret, about something you did,” she crooned as he started up the staircase.

“On your diabolical orders.” Jonah refused to look back as he made his way to Cate’s room. He paused at the door—a gold plaque hung on it. The words “Cate’s Room” were inscribed in bold black letters. Should he tell her? It was a question he wrestled with constantly but keeping the secret always won out. In the future, Cate was going to see and hear her mother do horrendous things. He wanted to shield her from this one terrible act.

He tapped on the door. “Cate, it’s Jonah. Your mother said I could come up.” He twisted the heavy golden handle and pushed the door ajar to peer into the room. The ornate cheval mirror, the cream and gold four-poster bed, the bookshelves overflowing with books, ornaments and stuff were all familiar. As was Cate’s much-loved enormous mirror ball hanging from the ceiling.

She was face down on the bed, her long blonde hair, striped with the vibrant rainbow pieces, tumbled across her pillow and hung over the edge of the bed. He repeated her name. Apprehension fluttered in his chest when she remained motionless. He strode across the wooden floor and tentatively touched her shoulder.

There was a snarl and a blur of movement. Cate’s fist smashed into his temple, and strands of her hair whipped across his cheek. He staggered as she flipped off the bed and thrust a heel against his sternum. “Stop it.” He fended off another kick.

“My brother’s gone,” she said through clenched teeth. “He’s gone because of YOU!”

Jonah deflected a barrage of punches and kicks, cursing when a sneaky punch got through his guard and smacked him hard on the nose. “STOP! I don’t want to hurt you.”

Cate’s eyes glittered with rage as she continued to fight.

After a few minutes more of dodging her furious fists, Jonah was officially over being pounded. He allowed her to put him in a headlock and then used the wall to push off and flip over her head to break the hold. He then clamped her arms against her sides and held firm while she sobbed then stomped on his insteps and raked her heels down his shins.

“I won’t pretend I didn’t know Xavier would be gone when you got home.”

Her struggles weakened.

“Stop and let me help you.” He cautiously released her and steered her to the bed.

“Do you know which Timesurfers took him? Do you know why?” she choked out between sobs. Her cheeks were flushed red, and the freckles across her nose stood out against her pale face.

“No,” he lied. Nausea rolled through his chest and shame gnawed at his gut. Seeing Cate go through this was more agonising than he ever imagined.

She grabbed the neck of his purple T-shirt. “You’d know if Mortez was responsible for this, wouldn’t you?” Her face was filled with desperation, as a small gleam of hope flared through the tears in her eyes.

Jonah steeled himself to look directly at her. The desperation he saw made his stomach churn. Each tear she spilt was like a knife to his heart. “Cate—”

“It could have been Elias.” Her hands clutched frantically at his shoulders, her face still for a second as she collected her thoughts. “Maybe he came here to kidnap Xavier. Yes. That has to be it. Xavier’s got nothing to do with this. Please. I’ll do anything if you help me find him.”

He gently pried her hands from his shirt. The raw pain in her eyes sliced through Jonah’s heart. Sadness crept along his skin, leaving a trail of icy deceit. He detested himself before he uttered his next word. “Anything?”


[image: ]

A flicker of raw emotion crossed Jonah’s face. It vanished before Cate could read it clearly. Her eyes burned and itched from crying. The agony, which had shredded her heart with each breath, had been replaced with a dull ache.

Jonah ducked to avoid hitting the mirror ball hanging from her ceiling as he meandered to the window. The absence of the telltale creaks Cate’s wooden floor always gave when someone walked through her room, confirmed his feet weren’t touching the floor. There had also been a sliver of light between Rafe’s boots and the floor the other day at school. Sunlight filtered through the coloured glass panels above the window. His hair danced with red, yellow, green, and orange tints as he gingerly felt his nose.

Cate was pleased she got in one good hit. It served Jonah right if it was broken.

“Take it from someone who knows, you should never throw the ‘anything’ card out there unless you’re prepared to back it up.”

“Try me.” The bed creaked as she stretched out on her stomach.

“Is that an invitation?” He gave her an amused look, his fingers twirling the plaited golden rope of her curtain ties.

“Don’t be an idiot.” She hastily scooted off the bed. A weird thought popped into her head. “Did you want it to be an invitation?”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “There’s one thing right off the bat you won’t do to find Xavier, and I can think of ten others without even trying.”

The purple T-shirt and skinny black jeans he wore made him look longer and leaner than ever. His studded black belt had a fancy silver buckle. He always looked so stylish. Something had been gnawing at her for a while. This connection she felt to him was intense. “You and future me, we aren’t...you know?” She motioned between the two of them.

He looked puzzled and then smiled as big as she had ever seen him smile. “I can’t say. The magic won’t let me.”

She threw her hands above her head. “The magic won’t let me. Austin played that card. This magical brain chip you all seem to have is very convenient and also complete rubbish.”

“Magic trumps technology every time. A chip you can disarm, remove, or bypass like all technology. Magic just is. There is no logic, mercy or upgrades available. It does what it does—end of story. Will you fix my nose?” He pressed along his puffy cheekbone. “I’m pretty sure you broke it earlier.”

“I’m undecided,” she huffed. “Are you going to help me find Xavier?”

“That ‘anything’ statement is looking more flimsy by the second.”

She squeezed her eyes shut to hold back tears of frustration. After wiping the few delinquent tears from her cheeks that slipped past when her guard was down, she took a deep breath. “Can you help me find Xavier? I’m going to keep asking until you answer me.”

“I could.”

The silence stretched wider and bigger with each tick of the clock on her bedside table. “Will you help me find Xavier?”

Jonah’s soldier mask slipped over his exquisite face. A beautiful but unyielding and ruthless warrior stared back at her. This Jonah emitted sparks of danger. “Mortez would have to sanction my involvement in that mission.”

“Why?”

“If she caught us on an unsanctioned mission, she’d kill us both. I would never put you in that kind of danger.”

“So let’s go to two thousand and seventeen and get her to sanction it.” Cate stood and straightened Austin’s black and green checked shirt, which had twisted itself around her torso a few times.

“I can’t take you to two thousand and seventeen for a meet and greet with the leader of the Maligo Order.”

She focused hard on Jonah, repeating her request silently.

He raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “Your mind games don’t work on me. My brain’s a steel trap. Nothing gets in there but my own thoughts. It’s impossible for me to do what you’re asking. I simply can’t.”

“You Timesurfers always say ‘can’t’ when you mean ‘won’t’.”

“Well, I mean, I can’t.”

She strode over and shoved him. “That’s a complete lie. Austin took me with him to the future to see Naitanui, so I know it’s possible. Now that I have my wings, it won’t even hurt.”

Concern flickered in Jonah’s eyes. “I can’t take you to the future to see Mortez.”

“Liar!”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Even though you have your wings, the trip could be fatal. I refuse to risk your life.”

She rolled her eyes. “Now who’s being overly dramatic? I’ve surfed as a mortal. There’s nothing you could throw at me to top that. I’m happy to take the risk. It’s completely my decision, and if I die, you can remain guilt free.”

“You have to stop with these gross generalisations. Mortez hacks off people’s ears and fingers before she feeds them to her fire ants—alive. That’s just one example of something that would top your initial foray into time travel. And if you die—I’ll wish I was dead too.”

She shuddered. Her nightmares about fire ants crawling up her nose and down her throat were so vivid she tasted the blood. One night, in her dreams, they burrowed inside her ears, she was convinced she was partially deaf for most of the next morning. It was almost a relief when the fire ants chose to gnaw only on her arm or leg during a nightmare.

Jonah tore at his hair. “You and your stubborn ways teach me patience like no one else. For the record, I’m dead against this. I’m only doing it because I know how pigheaded you are.”

“Duly noted.”

“Don’t let go of my arm.” He grabbed hold of her elbows. “And don’t you dare come back and haunt me if you die. It’s your own foolish fault.”

“Completely my fault! I promise not to haunt you.”

The corners of his mouth twitched as he suppressed a smile. “Hold on extremely tight. In the interests of full disclosure, you could end up in some random time line or alternate dimension. Both of which are immensely hard to come back from. You should know that if you end up dead or lost, Mortez will feed me to the fire ants, and I will certainly come back and haunt you mercilessly. I’ll stalk you relentlessly if we’re both dead.”

“Understood.” She gripped his elbow with one hand and then decided to use two. There was no doubt she was doing this, even with the annoying voice in her head chanting that she would regret it.

“It’s not too late to accept this won’t work. It’s going to hurt. Immensely.” Sweat beaded along Jonah’s upper lip.

He was worried, and that made her shift gears from apprehension to dread. Now might be a good time to back away from Jonah and tell her mother what was going on. But that wasn’t an option. If this was what it took to get Xavier back, she had to do it. “I’m ready.”

“Take a deep breath.” He sighed. “I’m a billion percent against this.”

She took an enormous breath and was overcome by a coughing fit. After a few seconds, she gave him a sheepish smile and took a less enthusiastic breath.

“Mortez,” he called with a final shake of his head.

The world tilted and dropped from under her feet. The disco ball that hung from her ceiling began to spin around her. A loud whoosh escaped her lips as she jerked to a halt and hovered in the velvety blackness. Jonah held tight to her shoulders, his fingers digging into her skin. She tensed, anticipating an almighty thwack from behind.

A torturous pain tore through her chest. Something smashed its way down her side, and bone splintered. Her screams ripped through the darkness as she dangled in agony. After an almighty jolt, it felt like giant suction cups had attached themselves to her and were fighting to wrestle her skin from her body.

Forgetting all about holding onto Jonah, she clawed at herself, trying to relieve the pressure on her skin. Jonah cursed and tightened his grip on her. She streaked backwards and smacked onto a wooden floor, a crumpled ball of agony. Locked in the fetal position, she sobbed.

“Catherine!”

She peeled one eyelid open as Jonah tried to straighten her body out. The world slid out of focus, and nausea rolled through her. She took a breath to tell him to back off, but the excruciating pain from her head to her feet silenced her.

“Don’t move!” There was exasperation in his voice. “I’d knock you out, but I can’t channel your healing power if you’re unconscious.”

Unconsciousness sounded delicious. The pain made it impossible for her to struggle when Jonah straddled her. Hell, she could barely breathe.

“It’s okay. We’re back in your room.” He manoeuvred over her and attempted to hold her arms and legs flat on the floor. “I’ll make the pain go away.”

The pain faded at the same time that everything in the room blurred as if someone had wiped a cloth over a damp oil painting. “I think it’s working,” she mumbled.

“I haven’t done anything yet.” His voice came from way in the distance. “Stay with me!”

She wanted to reply, but her mouth wouldn’t respond to her brain’s request. The weight of Jonah across her chest disappeared, and a door slammed. Confusion and pain evaporated as a comforting darkness settled in. Had he left her?
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“What have you done?” A familiar voice pierced the darkness and danced around the edge of Cate’s brain.

“I tried to heal her, but she passed out. I need you to do it,” Jonah breathed.

“What were you thinking? It’s far too early for her to be surfing,” said the irritatingly familiar voice.

A delicious warmth like the morning sun spread through Cate’s bones and radiated outward.

“Austin took her to the Break the other day.” Jonah’s voice had a forced calm to it. “She got her wings this morning after surfing with him to a balloon ride.”

“He makes bold choices, that one. I can’t say I’m happy he’s here. What were you and Cate trying to do?”

“I was proving it was impossible for her to visit future Mortez. She’s bloody pigheaded.”

“You sound surprised. She certainly got a good shot in by the look of your nose.”

Who was the woman speaking? Cate thought. Even her perfume was familiar.

Jonah sighed. “I know I shouldn’t be.”

The warmth faded, and the darkness began to wash away.

“I’m done.” The familiar voice stated. “She’ll be brand new in a minute. I’ll make myself scarce.”

Cate struggled to open her eyes, desperate to identify the owner of the voice. Strong arms under her shoulders and knees lifted her up and pulled her against warm skin. She nuzzled toward the heat. “I know it’s you, Jonah. You smell nice. All spicy and woodsy.” There was a creak as he placed her on the bed and loosened his grip. She locked her arms tight around his neck and squeezed her eyes tight. “Don’t let me go yet.”

“I have all the time you want.” His voice was soft as he cradled her on the bed.
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Cate stretched her aching arms and made contact with something soft and warm. She jerked back and blinked her eyes open. “What...?”

“Steady,” Jonah said. “You women are so fickle. First, it’s ‘Stay, stay, you smell so nice,’ and then you’re smacking me in the face.”

She gasped when she saw Jonah’s nose. It had bruised and swollen significantly while she was sleeping. “Does that hurt?”

“The pain has increased exponentially every minute you’ve been asleep. A lesser man would have fainted, or at the very least dropped you.”

“Why didn’t you fix it?”

“That would have been a little presumptuous.”

She disentangled herself from him. “I feel like a steamroller spent the day rolling backward and forward over me. I think your belt buckle is embedded in my back. What happened? I have wings, and you said that meant I could surf pain-free.”

“I also told you I couldn’t take you to Mortez and attempting to do it would hurt. I believe I used the word ‘immensely’.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Magic isn’t politically correct. If you mess with it and survive the near-death experience, it’s a lesson learned.”

“You Timesurfers are a callous breed.” She sank onto the bed next to him.

“Yes.” He motioned between the two of them. “We are.”

“It’s worked each time with Austin. Is he better than you at taking people with him?”

Jonah looked unamused. “Austin’s success had nothing to do with prowess. It’s all about the magic.”

“I’m not liking the magic thing.”

“The magic stops a Timesurfer travelling to a place where there is any possibility they could run into their past or future selves. It either beats you senseless, attempts to kick you to a parallel time line, or a combination of both.” Jonah tapped his temple. “Think about what I’m saying.”

She rolled her aching shoulders and dropped her head into her hands. “I’m too shattered to think.” She peeked up at him. “Surely a near-death experience gets me some sort of concession?”

Jonah shook his head. “I think I see that badass you choose to use sparingly crouched in the corner crying like a baby.”

“You’re mistaken.” She fluttered her eyelids. “It’s on vacation in Tahiti, celebrating kicking your ass earlier.”

“I didn’t fight back.” He rested his hands on his head. “We’re getting off track. I can explain the rules, but you have to interpret them.”

She flopped onto her bed and pulled the glittering mosquito net over her face. Since she was ten, she’d made butterflies from shiny beads and attached them to the net. It calmed her after those horrendous fire ant nightmares which had become more vivid and frequent over the years. Her dad had always loved butterflies. He said they were a constant reminder that the smallest of things could make an enormous difference to the direction of the world. And that Cate should remember she could always make a difference if she wanted to.

“Are you making any attempt to figure this out?” Jonah interrupted her thoughts.

“Yes,” she lied and traced the outline of the latest purple butterfly she’d made.

He stood and stretched. “At least try to be convincing.”

Her mind whirred as she tried to think of the name for those super cool, triangular low stomach muscles that guys had near their hips. Awesome abs seemed to be a Timesurfer trait. She sat bolt upright. “Who healed me?”

“You healed yourself, with some help from me.” Jonah met her gaze calmly as he lied.

“No. I heard a woman. Her voice was familiar.” Cate’s mouth was trying to say the name; she was so close to pinpointing it.

“You’re mistaken. We attempted to visit Mortez in the future, but the magic kicked us back to your room. There’s only been you and me here.”

“Jonah—”

“There was only me and you. Can you not, for once, accept my answer and move on?”

His curtness sent alarm bells shrieking through her head. “What were you saying about the magic before?”

“Timesurfers leave an aura everywhere they go. Once they’ve been to a particular time and place, they can never travel back there again. It’s called an aura clash.”

“Okay.” She pinched her nose. “So you can only travel back to a particular place in time once.”

“And...” Jonah prompted.

She scratched her head. “You can’t travel to a place you’ve lived or are living in because your aura will be there and that would cause an aura clash.”

He gave her a thumbs up. “Zach hasn’t worked that out, and he’s been mulling it over for a week.”

There was only one logical conclusion why Jonah couldn’t take her to Mortez, and she had been able to successfully travel to the Break with Austin. “So I’m definitely with the Maligo Order in the future. I’m with the evil Timesurfers?” She flopped back on the bed, arms covering her face. Numbness crept through her mind and slid over her body. She had no emotional reserves left to give that piece of information the enormous reaction it deserved. Was there even a right response to discovering you would choose team evil?

“That depends on your point of view—Mortez does break the rules Naitanui holds so dear and sometimes that saves lives. Other times not so much. She’s also big on using time travel for personal gain and making what she determines is wrong, right.”

“So I am the Catherine you talk about from the future. I don’t see why you’re all so interested in me.” She scratched her head. “I must be really useful and important for Mortez to go to all this trouble to save me from that bomb. I must be incredible at being bad. Is that why you’re all so interested? I’m a brutal badass?”

“I can’t say.”

“Of course, you can’t!” She threw her hands above her and then froze. “Naitanui won’t alter history, so he’s not trying to change my decision. He has his people here because he doesn’t know if I’m Catherine. He’s tracking me until he can confirm that’s who I am. He doesn’t want to risk losing me again to that powerful cloaking magic.”

“I couldn’t even surmise as to any of that.”

“I’m going to see Eve. She’s the only normal person left in my life. Except for Mum, unless she’s also a Timesurfer, and I’m not ready to have that conversation with her.” She couldn’t hear Jonah, but she felt him follow her down the steps.

“Will you fix my nose?” he asked.

“No, but I give you permission to do whatever you need to do to fix it. I haven’t recovered from the ferocious ‘denied’ stamp your all-powerful magic gave me on our earlier attempted time travel trip.” She held out her hands. “Where do you want me to touch you?”

Jonah dropped his head into his hands. “You need to work on those open-ended questions.”

As the meaning behind his words sank in, heat flared across her face. “Stop being a smartass, or I’ll rescind my offer.”

He placed her hands against his face and his nose morphed back into its perfect shape.

“All beautiful again.” Her voice caught in her throat.

He kissed her palms. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” She thought back to their hand-holding on the steps outside and Jonah’s innuendo upstairs. There was a way to figure out if they were an item in the future. She ran her hands along his neck and curled her fingers in his hair to pull him toward her.

Jonah’s smile faltered and he pulled back ever so slightly.

“Ah-ha!” She stepped back and folded her arms. “You pulled away. We’re not together in the future.”

“You took me by surprise.” Jonah recovered quickly, but she knew she was right.

“I can be sneaky and manipulative too. I will find Xavier and I will work out what’s going on—in that order. Also, how come your feet don’t touch the ground?”

“It protects against the butterfly effect.”

A verse of “Waltzing Matilda” started playing, signalling someone was at the front door. Her dad used to talk about that idea. It was one of the reasons she continued to make butterflies to attach to the net over her bed. “Remind me exactly what that is again.”

Jonah rolled his eyes. “The idea that a butterfly flapping its wings creates tiny changes in the atmosphere that could potentially alter the path of a tornado or delay, accelerate, or even prevent the occurrence of a tornado in a certain location. The flapping of its wings represents how a minuscule change is capable of triggering a chain reaction resulting in the large-scale alterations to an event. If the butterfly hadn’t flapped its wings, the outcome might have been vastly different and the tornado may or may not ever have existed.”

Cate’s dad had also always cautioned her that just because you could make a change, didn’t mean you should. The doorbell fired up again as she wrenched the front door open.
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“Happy Birthday!” Eve hurtled through the half-open door and bear hugged her friend. An audible hiss escaped Cate as they both collided with Jonah.

“Steady,” he muttered, righting her and Eve.

Eve appraised Jonah from head to toe with a deliberate and unhurried gaze. “You’re a true pagan Adonis. There’s a griminess to you that promises finesse in the wickedest ways.”

He took a hasty step away as Eve poked his chest and a slow blush crept up his neck as he stumbled toward the door. This was Jonah. With his fierce predator grace, he was never off balance. His eyes locked on Eve, wary for the briefest moment. Something about Eve had spooked the unyielding warrior in him. He kissed Cate on both cheeks. “Happy Birthday. It was a pleasure as always, Eve.” With a nod and tight smile, he hurried out the door.

“That guy has to get tired dragging such a huge net of sexy around twenty-four/seven. It’s obscene. Why was he here?” Eve asked.

Cate struggled to formulate a plausible reason for Jonah being at the house. “He was collecting some cash he won from Balthazar in a card game the other night.”

Eve looked sceptical. “He kissed you and said Happy Birthday.”

“It’s no secret it’s my birthday. Maybe that’s how they do things in Texas. I don’t know. He came and then he left. End of story. Let it go.”

“You’re grumpy for a birthday girl.”

She shrugged. “My day started really early. You know I’m not a morning person.”

“True that.”

Cate moved to close the door.

“Wait!” Eve cried. “Let’s sit on the porch. The sun is glorious and it might chase away that foul mood you’re in. I see you switched your black tights for black leather jeans today. Bold choice. I’m not sure about the green and black checked flannel shirt.”

“You said I needed to wear more colour.”

“A flannel shirt does not count as colour in any fashion world. I saw the boys in the garden. Are they doing penance, or just being helpful?”

“Penance. It’s a long and convoluted story.” Heat stung Cate’s skin as she stepped onto the porch. Polka Dot stretched across the steps, mocking the boys working in the yard. He opened one eye, conveying his utter disdain for the footsteps that disturbed him.

“You’re in luck.” Eve flopped onto the yellow striped sun lounge and nestled around to get comfortable. “I’m clear all day. Tell me your long, convoluted story.” She adjusted her Audrey Hepburn sunglasses against the glare. “I thought you were going ballooning with Austin today.”

“Already did it. That’s why my day started early. Austin arrived at five this morning.” She breathed deeply, savouring the smell of freshly cut grass. The boys had mowed the lawn in record time; maybe one of their powers was super speed.

“Any good presents yet?” Eve fluffed her hair. It hung loose with just an antique silver headband to hold it off her face, which was a restrained look for her.

Cate shook the bracelet on her wrist.

“Oooo...Pretty. Who’s that from? If you say Austin, I’m going to throw up.” Eve stroked the bracelet.

“It’s not from Austin; you can keep your breakfast down.” Cate avoided telling Eve who gave her the bracelet.

“That’s a relief for us both. Any other presents?”

“Nothing yet.” Cate hesitated. “Eve, what do you remember about Xavier?”

“Who?” Eve had the same deer caught in the headlights look that she’d had at The Neon Posse the other afternoon.

“Xavier, my brother. He disappeared on my birthday five years ago. I wondered what you remembered about it. I found a copy of a flyer in his room that Mum must have put up after it happened.”

Eve fidgeted with the buttons of the cushion, clearly uncomfortable. “I never knew much about it. There were a lot of official looking people around for the first week or so, and you had those plainclothes security people with you around the clock for a few months afterwards. You and I never really talked about it.”

“What if I told you Xavier was here yesterday?”

“I’m going along with your Timesurfers story, but if you tell me that you’re seeing ghosts, I think you might need help.”

“Hear me out. The Timesurfers took Xavier. They went back in time yesterday, to five years ago and kidnapped him.”

“Which Timesurfers did that exactly? Did the good ones or the evil ones take him?”

Cate hurled a few cushions to the floor. “I don’t know which ones.”

“Then how do you know it was definitely a Timesurfer who took Xavier?”

“I just do. It’s got to do with those changes that only I see. I know you think he disappeared all those years ago, but that’s not true.”

“Xavier was kidnapped years ago.” Eve looked at Cate sceptically. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?”

“You have to believe me. I’m not sick and I’m not making this up. My brother was here yesterday and now he’s gone.” Cate blinked back some tears.

Eve patted Cate’s shoulder. “So are you really sad?”

“I was...I am. But I just have to find him.”

“Ok. That’s a great plan.” Eve didn’t seem keen to talk about Xavier.

Cate focused on the cracks running across the decking, which aptly highlighted the multitude of paths her future could take. Nature and chance made those cracks. Had she made a dreadful choice joining Mortez? What would have made her do that? How would she ever make another choice without second-guessing herself?

“So.” Eve drew out the vowel sound. “Austin and Jonah? You’ve turned into a bit of a tart now that you’re sixteen.”

Cate hurled a cushion at Eve.

Eve caught it and settled the round, orange cushion behind her head. “They’re both hot Timesurfers. Jonah would be a hot bad boy in any century. Austin’s more of an acquired taste, but he has oodles of swagger and that weapon of a smile. Whether you choose bad boy or rock star, it’s all good.”

If only it were all good.

Balthazar marched across the lawn. He tossed the hedge clippers into the rose garden, sending pink rose petals raining down on the freshly turned black soil. He leant against the balustrade to yank his shirt over his head and looked expectantly between Eve and Cate.

“That time of the month.” Eve rolled her eyes and pointed to Cate. “It comes around so quickly.”

Balthazar blinked a few times, and his face went from blank to blushing. As the other boys wandered toward the porch, he signalled frantically for them to stay back.

Eve sighed. “Run over and tell your friends about the horror of being exposed to a woman’s monthly cycle.”

Balthazar went a darker shade of crimson. He flung his T-shirt over the porch rail and hot-footed it to Gaspar and Melchior. After exchanging a few words, the three of them began digging with extra gusto, their back muscles clearly visible from the porch.

“That look has skin cancer written all over it. Slip, slop, slap, boys,” Eve called to the hatless and shirtless trio, who each gave her a puzzled look. “Slip on a shirt, slop on some sunscreen, and slap on a hat.” She groaned as they continued to look blank. “That’s how you prevent skin cancer.”

“I told you that,” Cate said.

“And you should know. Australia leads the world in skin cancer deaths. Weed!” Eve called to no one in particular and waved her finger toward the jasmine-covered pergola. “I still find it unbelievable Jonah shares any DNA with Zach. Jonah has perfect hair all the time and his jeans hang dangerously low to tease everyone with glimpses of his insane abs.”

“His abs are distracting.”

“He’s long, lean, and ripped! Plus he’s so tall.”

“Quick, wipe the drool from the side of your mouth.”

Eve gave her the middle finger. “I bet they aren’t even cousins. Does that mean Zach’s in on this? Please tell me he isn’t a Timesurfer as well.”

“The cousin thing is rubbish, and yes, Zach’s in the process of becoming a Timesurfer. He’s ‘crossing over’.” She used finger quotes to emphasise the words.

“I hope it’s painful for the twat.”

A fountain of words bubbled through Cate’s stomach and gushed from her mouth. “Remember I told you Austin took me into the future, and right now you and I are living in an altered time line?”

“Indeed, I do. I’m still not onboard with the idea we never had any friends.” Eve lifted her sunglasses and quirked her eyebrow. “But go on.”

Polka Dot stretched as only cats can and looked expectantly at Cate. “Ok, those three.” She motioned to the boys working in the garden. “They’re also Timesurfers.

Eve screwed up her face. “Is everyone but me a Timesurfer?”

“Yet again, you walk to the beat of your own drum.” Cate rolled her eyes. “Gaspar is attempting to get your attention. Acknowledge him before he chops off a toe.”

Gaspar turned dirt over with a shovel, obviously declaring war on the weed Eve sighted as he shot furtive glances at her. When he realised Eve was watching, a tentative smile crept across his face. She gave an enthusiastic wave and ear-piercing wolf whistle. He resumed digging with a self-satisfied smile.

Polka Dot hissed. He was the most unlovable cat, brimming with cynicism and loathing. He detested all people but insisted on hanging around. Eve seemed to be his favourite person. He only sank his teeth halfway in when he bit her.

“Sign me up for some Timesurfing action. Kicking some medieval butt would be awesome. Do you think they’d give me a real sword? How fun would it be to visit yourself in the future? I could also avoid that disaster elf haircut I got when I was ten.”

Cate held her hand up. “You can’t sign up. You’re born a Timesurfer, and they only travel back in time. Not forward.”

“Right. Time travel to the future, of course that would be hard to believe. Hang on, how did Austin take you with him to the future?”

Cate pressed the heels of her hands into each eye. “It’s his present. They’ve travelled back in time to us.”

“Right. I’d be keen to go and spend some time with Merlin, Arthur and Morgana.”

“Well, you can’t, because they aren’t real. They’re legends.”

“Oh...you learn something new every day. The Timesurfers must have a reason for dragging their sexy selves back in time.”

“Me.”

“You?” Eve got up and leant against the porch railing, her head propped to the side as she watched the boys. “Enlighten me.”

“I’m going to join Mortez and the Maligo Order. The boys are already on her team. She’s some kind of sadistic megalomaniac who feeds people to fire ants and cuts off body parts.”

“Interesting choice, you.” Eve was taking all this very calmly.

“The other choice was Naitanui and the Midnight Society. Austin, Rose, and Rafe work for him. He protects history from the magical manipulation of the Maligo Order. Mortez took over the Order from a guy called Elias.”

A small smile danced across Eve’s face. “And what happened to Elias? I bet someone killed him with a sword. Or put a deadly poisonous snake in his bed. Or Mortez chopped his head off and stuck it on a spike for everyone to see.”

“You have a particularly disturbing and gruesome side. Elias isn’t dead. He disappeared when Mortez ousted him but reappeared at The Neon Posse the other day. Getting overthrown by a woman would have to have seriously dented his pride. What were you doing there, by the way?”

Polka Dot growled and dove toward Cate’s ankle. His needle-like teeth sank into her Achilles’ tendon. She yelled and shook her foot, but Polka Dot hung on and raked his claws down her shin.

“Do something,” Cate hissed at Eve.

“What if he has cat leukaemia or feline aids?”

Polka Dot let go of her ankle and spun around. His back arched and the hairs along his spine stood at attention. He yowled at Eve, who jumped on the sun lounge, tucked her feet under, and sat on her hands, minimising the bare skin Polka Dot had to target. He leapt the railing and galloped under the steps.

Cate clamped a hand over her ankle, as pain seared up her calf. If Polka Dot so much as stuck his head out from under that bush, she’d kick him with her uninjured foot.

Eve untucked her feet. “Maybe Polka Dot has a thing against Timesurfers. That would explain why he likes me and no one else. Do you need the first-aid kit?”

“No. Timesurfers have powers, and my power is the ability to heal.”

Eve gave an uncertain laugh. “Now you’re yanking my chain.”

“That’s how I healed your leg the other day when you fell down the bus steps. I’ll prove it.” With her hand around her ankle, Cate squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated on wanting her wound to heal.

“You look constipated,” Eve joked.

After a nasty glare at Eve, Cate shook out her shoulders and took a few deep breaths. As the seconds ticked by, she felt nothing. A warm tingle started at her toes and danced up her ankle. The stinging pain vanished. Relief washed through her as she twirled her now perfect ankle.

“There’s not even any blood.” Eve ran her thumb over the ankle that no longer had bite marks. She looked from Cate’s ankle to the boys, her jaw slack. “Since those three are Timesurfers, I want to know what special powers they have. Bo—”

The rest of the sentence was lost as Cate threw herself on Eve and pinned her to the ground.

Eve pushed against Cate’s shoulders. “If this is a come on, I have to reiterate, I love you, but not in that way.”

She fought to hold Eve down.

“I think now is a good time to throw out there that no means no,” Eve panted.

“I’m not coming on to you. You can’t just blurt out ‘show me your Timesurfer powers’ across the yard.”

“Fine, my lips are sealed. Get off!” Eve gave her a shove. “Do you know what Jonah’s and Austin’s powers are?” Eve straightened her white sleeveless turtleneck and adjusted the purple and gold silk scarf tied around her neck. She looked way more grown up than usual.

“Jonah is a conduit. He can use any Timesurfer’s power as long as he can touch them, and they’re conscious.”

“I’ll bet that’s what he tells all the girls,” Eve broke in with a short laugh.

“No, I’ve seen him do it.”

“Austin?” Eve pushed.

“I’ve seen him stop time, and he’s pretty fast, but that’s all I know.”

“Not following.”

“He snaps his fingers.” Cate snapped hers for effect. “And everything and everyone except the Timesurfers are frozen for a while.”

“How long are they frozen?”

Cate shrugged. “A bit.”

“Helpful. What about Rose and Rafe?”

“Rose is a healer, and Rafe is überstrong and can control minds.”

“That makes sense,” Eve muttered.

“None of this makes sense.”

A car horn blared. Cate smiled big. “That’s my ride to independence.”

Eve grinned and followed Cate to the front yard. “I’m so excited you’ll be able to drive me where ever I want to go tomorrow. I’m going to get all my weekend homework done today so that we can spend all Sunday just driving around. I’ve got months to wait until I can get mine. No one wants to teach me after I side swiped that row of cars last month. Will your mum drop me home on the way to the DMV?”

“Can’t see why not. Do you want to come over and have birthday dinner with Mum and me?”

“Absolutely. I’ll be here by six-thirty.”
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Instead of her usual “? YOUR DAY TEXT”, Pip sent her about fifty emoticons in reply to Cate’s “I’M HOME AND I DROVE MYSELF HERE” 6:00 p.m. text. Dinner with her mum, Eve and the boys was followed by a video montage that was equal parts embarrassing and hilarious. After saying goodbye to Eve, Cate waddled to her bedroom, her stomach uncomfortably full of pasta and trifle. She counted the butterflies embroidered on her mosquito net and vowed never to eat that much ever again. Now she had to come up with a plan to find Xavier.

She prowled around her room, examining one knick-knack after another. At a loose end, she even tried a few positions at the ballet barre fixed to her wall for inspiration. She started ballet when she was two, but gave it up cold turkey when they moved to Tempus Falls. It was time for her to take charge. There would be no more waiting for Austin and Jonah to throw her scraps of information. She’d get in the game and find her own answers.

A teeth-grating yowling outside startled her. She lifted the heavy silk curtains to see Polka Dot staring in her bedroom window. “Great. So you’re stalking me too.” It must have been late because she was positive the cat nodded.

She pulled the curtains shut and marched to her bed mulling over her options. Naitanui had been adamant about not controlling history, and that’s what he would have done if the Midnight Society had taken Xavier. That left the evil Mortez and the mysterious Elias as the remaining suspects. Jonah had proven today that a face to face with Mortez was impossible, and Cate had no idea how to contact Elias. She could, however, get to Naitanui. She only had to convince Austin to take her. If she was so important, maybe Naitanui would help her find Xavier in return for her joining the Midnight Society instead of the Maligo Order. Finally, she had a bargaining chip and a plan.

As she dozed, she realised what had been gnawing at the edge of her brain all day. She had never told Eve she was going ballooning with Austin. How had her friend known that?
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Cate exhaled with purpose and opened the front door. She had taken extra care when she dressed that morning. Black leggings embellished with leather, long black boots, cropped red felt jacket and a metallic silver top. She was wearing more colour today than she had in the previous three years combined. The rain from last night left a crisp, new smell in the air. It was a sign that today was a fresh start. She would put her plan into place to get Austin to take her to Naitanui. The assumption that Austin would appear like he had most mornings underpinned her plan, so fingers crossed.

“Morning, Beautiful.”

Butterflies dive-bombed from her rib cage to her stomach. Two freaking words from glamour boy and she was distracted from her plan. She reminded herself that she was doing this for Xavier and focused on the task at hand.

Austin gave her a sexy lopsided grin. “You look great!”

“Thanks.” Her heart gave a skip at his now familiar checked flannel shirt. This one was purple and blue. He made wearing faded jeans an art, and today he had on awesome black biker boots. His fingers drummed against his thighs. An enormous bundle of energy, Austin was never completely still. Something pulled her to him like a magnet. Her eyes swept around the front yard as she carefully ran through her plan one last time. Her gaze rested on the Jacaranda tree. She remembered how her mother used to push Xavier on his tree swing every night after dinner. He would squeal with delight and yell for Mum to push him higher.

“Come back to me.” Austin’s voice was soft and warm as he brushed his thumb against her cheek.

She moved away ever so slightly and contemplated the boy with the scars who stood before her. Austin didn’t have perfect bone structure like Jonah, but he made her pulse race. One glance told you he was trouble with a capital T! Today the only thing she had on her mind was how he could help her find Xavier. Austin didn’t resist when she turned his arm to check his quantum indicators. Her finger ran down the numbers until she reached 2017 tattooed in blue ink. Yep, he was the right Austin.

“Always check the QIs.” He pressed his forehead against hers. “My head is so filled with you I don’t remember which century I’m in.”

She hesitated, momentarily distracted by Austin’s closeness before she refocused and stepped away from him.

“Everything okay?” Austin gave her a questioning look. “You seem distracted.”

Cate had actually never been more focussed. Finding Xavier was bigger than her feelings for Austin. Bringing her brother safely home was the only thing that mattered. It was time to use her brain, and some acting skills. She raised her hands to the sky and threw her head back. “Xavier’s gone! Someone took my brother.”

“What are you talking about?”

“After I arrived home yesterday morning I discover Xavier was gone! My mother thinks he’s been missing for five years, but I know it’s an altered time line.”

“Calm down.” He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. The concern in his voice amplified her guilt at attempting to manipulate him into take her to Naitinui. She pushed on regardless, knowing it was critical to have Austin as emotionally vulnerable as possible before she asked for his help.

“Calm down?” She circled around him, tearing at her hair. “My brother has been kidnapped and I’ve discovered I’m going to choose to join Mortez!” Austin went to speak but Cate cut him off. “Don’t deny it! Why would I choose the Maligo Order?”

“Every Timesurfer chooses a side. If there were no sides, Timesurfers wouldn’t need to exist. Without good and bad there would be no heroes. If people never suffered and died from disease or war, no one would step up with cures or negotiate peace.”

She stared at his collarbone. He was a good head-and-a-half taller than her. “Mortez is evil. She kills people.”

A small pulse flickered where his jaw met his ear. “So do I.” He tilted his chin slightly, confident and defiant in who he was and what he did.

Cate took an involuntary step backwards. She had suspected Austin had killed before, but hearing him say it gave her pause.

“Other Timesurfers usually, but sometimes stuff happens. Naitanui gives me a job, and I get it done.” He used the matter-of-fact tone of someone completely committed to what they did.

That was the opening she needed. “Was kidnapping Xavier a job Naitanui gave you? Mum thinks he’s been gone for five years. I know differently. I saw him less than twenty-four hours ago. This altered time line is because Timesurfers went back in time and kidnapped him yesterday. He could be dead!” She dropped to her knees and sobbed.

“Under no circumstances would Naitanui sanction anyone kidnapping your brother and altering history. He never mentioned Xavier in this mission brief.” Austin knelt and grabbed her shoulders.

“Mission!” She shoved him hard and jumped to her feet. “I’m nothing more than a mission Naitanui gave you?” She folded her arms over her chest and stared him down. She braced— the answer might sting.

“Cate—”

She held her hand up to shush him. “It’s your mission to ensure I do one thing and Jonah’s mission is to make me do something different.”

“You’re oversimplifying the situation.” He stepped back and shoved his hands in his pockets.

“It all comes down to me doing what you want, so I’ll make you a deal.”

“We’re making deals now?” He raised one eyebrow. The sun outlined his head and broad shoulders in a halo of light. He glowed against the sprinkling of grey rain clouds from last night.

“Help me find Xavier, and I’ll do what Naitanui wants. I’ll join the Midnight Society if that’s what it takes to get him to help me find my brother.”

“Offering up a deal is not the smartest thing I’ve heard you say. I don’t imagine Naitanui would be interested. I’ve been wrong before though, once. It was a Tuesday in two thousand and ten, I think.”

His cheeky grin failed to curb her irritation at his implication her plan was dumb. She bit back her initial angry response and counted to three. Think about Xavier. Think about Xavier.

“I bet you’re dying to smack me.”

“No,” she lied. His low, throaty chuckle irked her. She hated that he could read her so well. “I’m considering my position. Making a deal requires negotiation.”

He ran his hand through his hair. “We don’t do deals.”

“There’s a first time for everything. Kidnapping Xavier is an altered time line. It’s Naitanui’s job to fix that so it’s your duty to find Xavier and return him. I want to deal directly with Naitanui. Take me to him, please.”

Austin seemed to be wavering.

She played her trump card. “Xavier’s been kidnapped. I know what that feels like. They could be torturing him. I have to find him.”

“I should eloquently argue why taking you to Naitanui to make a deal is ridiculous and pointless, or simply walk away.”

“But?”

“I like to ruffle a few feathers. Hold tight. We’re going straight inside the Break this time.”
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Timesurfers were milling around the screens and computers when they arrived directly in the command room at the Break. When Cate grabbed Austin to steady herself, her fingers pressed skin stretched over lean, pliable muscle. The noise level in the Break plummeted. Everyone stared. There were a few tentative smiles before the murmurs started.

“Coming straight in is like bursting into someone’s house unannounced,” Austin explained before turning his attention to Naitanui. “This is a special request trip from Cate.”

“Leave us.” Natanui signalled for everyone to depart.

Rose strolled through an arched tunnel opening which the occupants were hurriedly using to exit. “What’s she doing here?” She sat and swung her legs onto the gleaming black marble table. Her calf-high army boots were splattered with red mud. There were knives in leather sheaths strapped to her thighs and two thick black sashes crisscrossed her chest. The hilt of a sword protruded over her shoulder. Her blue QIs glistened. She had more of them than Jonah.

“What brings you here?” Naitanui pulled his brassy blond and black dreadlocks into a low ponytail. When he stepped closer, he blocked out everything around her. His height had tricked Cate into thinking he wasn’t all that broad. He was also much more muscular than she remembered.

Austin motioned with his head for her to talk.

She kicked the red dirt floor a few times, and dust floated over her boots. Apart from a low electrical hum, the room was now silent.

Rose sighed. “If Rafe was here, he could read your mind. He’s not, so spit it out!”

Rose is such a bitch! All the time.

“I heard you thinking that time.” Rafe jogged into the room, flicking his mullet over his shoulder. He was wearing that atrocious Hawaiian shirt again. “You should learn to shield your thoughts. Sometimes there’s a bit of a glitch, but normally, I can read your mind like an open book.” He mimed opening a book.

“Spit it out, girl!” Rose’s combat pants accented her long, shapely legs and her tank top emphasised her athletic shoulders and arms.

Cate pulled her hair back into a ponytail and twirled the ends. Doubt crept into her mind, but she ignored it and continued. “I’m the Catherine that you’re looking for. The Catherine who’s working with the Maligo Order in this time.”

Naitanui didn’t move.

“I’ll do whatever you want if you help me look for my brother, Xavier. I’ll join you instead of Mortez if necessary. Just help me find him.”

Austin stepped forward. “I’m happy to travel with her and see if we can pick up a trail.” His voice was all business.

“Well, that’s a big shock.” Rose’s classically beautiful face twisted into a sneer as she pointed an accusing finger at Cate. “It’s unfathomable Jonah hasn’t cautioned you about making open-ended statements. I taught him better. You must always be specific when you’re negotiating. ‘If you help me find my brother, then I’ll join you if you want me to.’ Do you see the difference? You only have to join the Midnight Society if you actually find Xavier. Anyone can wander through a few decades with you and pretend to look.”

The tiny, frayed thread holding Cate together stretched and snapped. “What is your problem? Or do you PMS like a bitch all the time?”

Rafe moved so fast he had hold of Rose before Cate realised Austin had grabbed her arms.

“I won’t hurt her,” Rose hissed, her eyes practically spitting steel sparks. “I want to, but I won’t.”

“Come on! Give it your best shot.” Cate fought like a wildcat to free herself, but she was no match for Austin. Until he released her, she was going nowhere.

“You’re aware Rose could kill you five times in five different ways before you’d even assumed that fighting stance you like so much,” Austin murmured.

She was, but she didn’t care!

“ENOUGH!” Naitanui demanded. His voice echoed around the now empty space as his yellow eyes flashed with fury.

Cate threw her head back, disappointed when it didn’t make contact with Austin. “I’m so sick of you people telling me what to do. I don’t have to listen to you. You aren’t the boss of me.”

Austin chuckled but didn’t loosen his grip on her biceps. She would have bruises where his fingers dug into her skin. “Excellent point, but because you want our help, you might want to play a little nicer.”

“Will you help me find Xavier?” Cate met Naitanui’s panther-like gaze. “Please.”

Naitanui’s face remained expressionless as he contemplated her request. His pink lips thinned and his yellow eyes narrowed. He hardly had any eyelashes. “I’ll consider helping on one condition.”

“Anything,” Cate breathed.

“Have you learned nothing?” Rose twirled her inky black hair into a perfect French knot and used two knives from her thigh holster to secure it. “You should have said, ‘I’ll hear your condition.’ Never throw the ‘anything’ card out there.”

Now that Jonah had told Cate.

“I’ll help you find Xavier,” Naitanui said. “After you pass the GTs.”

Austin’s hands dropped from Cate’s arms. All eyes turned to Naitanui, and a big silence followed before everyone spoke at once.

Rose’s voice rose above the others. “She won’t last three seconds in the GTs.”

“Which is why you, Rose, will train her,” Naitanui replied.

“What?” Rose and Cate chorused.

Rose shook her head and glared at Naitanui.

Cate had no idea what a GT was, but training for anything with Rose would be torture. This was probably the first and last time she would agree with Rose.

“It wasn’t a request.” Naitanui’s voice was scarily quiet. Rose bit her lip as she stepped back and nodded. Her anger radiated across the room, but she kept it in check.

A bud of apprehension slowly unfurled in Cate’s chest. No one gave Naitanui that type of power; he had earned it. She swallowed as Naitanui turned her way. His smile was more dangerous and unsettling than any ranting. “So are we agreed?”

She rubbed her forehead. “What are the GTs?”

“The Grommet Trials are a Timesurfer initiation ritual. They’re brutal,” Rafe said.

Regardless of how brutal they were, Cate had no choice. This was her only way to find Xavier. “I agree.” Training with Rose and completing the GTs—Xavier was going to owe her big time.

“Excellent. Rose, take Cate and start her training. You have twenty-one days before the next full moon and the GTs.”

Cate’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t be away for that long.”

Naitanui patted her arm. “You’ll be gone for less than a minute in your time.”

Austin took Cate’s arm. “I’ll help.” Boyish excitement poured off him.

“Absolutely not!” Rose said. “I don’t need the distraction that is you in the same millennium while we prepare.”

“Mum!” Austin drew out the word as only kids can. It was such a normal thing to do but seemed so out of place between Rose and Austin.

“Don’t ‘Mum’ me!” Rose shut him down with one of her Medusa looks. “Take Cate to my quarters, and keep your hands off one another.”

“This isn’t breaking any of your rules?” Cate asked Naitanui before heading toward the entrance Rose pointed to.

“I never break the rules. You’ll do well to remember that.”

“Incoming wounded. Incoming wounded. Stretcher bearers to the command room and healers to the healing chamber.” A pleasant voice repeated over a speaker as the room glowed red.

A group of men and women dressed in old-fashioned army and nurse uniforms appeared in the centre of the room. Some were wailing with pain. Cate gulped. Three of them were missing limbs and there was blood everywhere.

“Make sure you have my arm!” One injured man called.

“And both our legs.” Another of the injured shrieked. The third man was quiet and deathly white.

“I have them,” a nurse called. “Well, I’m ninety percent sure I have the correct ones.”

The stretcher bearers raced into the room and heaved the injured onto the stretchers they carried.

“Go, Austin,” Naitanui commanded.

“They look like they’ve been in a war,” Cate said as Austin guided her forward. He followed close behind, touching her shoulder to indicate she should turn left.

“They have been in a war. World War One to be specific. Some were at the Western Front and the others at Gallipoli Cove. More people were killed or wounded at the Western Front than any other place during that war. The Allies and the Germans each suffered close to four million casualties. That’s two million people who died every year the war raged.”

“Why were they sent to the Western Front?”

“They were on an education immersion expedition. Three days tasting, smelling and living in a war makes you understand the horrendous sacrifice it requires. Their wounds will heal, but many of the soldiers who fought in the war weren’t that fortunate.”

Cate remained silent. After a few steps, she faced a grey granite wall. Austin placed his hand on the rock, and orange circles glowed around his fingertips. The stone wall rippled and vanished. She stepped into a hallway wider than her entire house. There were brightly coloured rugs scattered along the cream and caramel slate floor. To her left was a two-storey wall of glass with mind-blowing ocean views. On her right, a wrought iron staircase curled up and down to other levels.

“Welcome to the Shack,” Austin announced with a flourish. “This is where we live. Rose is the last door on the left.”

She had to skip every few steps to keep up with Austin’s long strides. The hallway walls had distressed cream timber panelling on the bottom half. The top half was painted pale blue streaked with veins of gold. Sun streamed through the evenly spaced floor-to-ceiling windows along the left side. Austin opened the last door on the left. “This is us. After you.”

“How many Timesurfers live here?”

“There’s between one and two hundred at most times. It’s preferred, not required we live here. Spending more time in here reduces our auras outside. Rose and I moved in when Jonah left. Before that, we all lived together in Rose Cottage farther up the point. Naitanui has shacks set up all around the world. You can access any of them through the portal at the Break we came through.”

Cate’s breath caught in her throat as she stepped through the door to Rose’s quarters. “Holy cow!” A massive wall of glass gave an uninterrupted view over the vibrant blue ocean. “That’s amazing.”

Austin flopped on a retro white leather couch. Everything in the kitchen and living area was so stylish, but also looked comfortable and relaxed.

She walked to rows of photos that covered one wall. “Are these you?”

“Yep. Wasn’t I a beautiful baby?”

She rolled her eyes. There were photos of Rose and Jonah with Austin from before he could walk up until quite recently. The three of them at the Egyptian pyramids, in front of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, in a spectacular redwood forest, on blindingly white beaches, and even at the hot air balloon place she’d visited for her birthday. Rose and Jonah hadn’t changed over time. Austin had indeed been a beautiful baby and a cheeky and happy looking kid. His face was scar-free in every photo. “Who are the old sepia pictures of?”

Austin pointed to a different photo as he spoke each name. “Jonah, Jonah, Rose, Rose, Rose, and Rose. That old guy with the curled moustache is Rose’s dad. The blank frame had a photo of my dad in it, but Rose removed it one night. I presume there was heavy drinking involved.”

A large framed photo of Jonah, Austin, and Naitanui together on the balcony that stretched across Rose’s room rested against the wall. It was the only picture of Austin with his scars. “When was that taken?”

Austin scratched his head and looked vague. “A few months ago, I think. For Rose’s birthday, she insisted on a photo with Jonah, Naitanui, and me together. Jonah and Rose are the closest thing Naitanui has to family, so they get away with slightly more than your average Timesurfer. Jonah snuck away from Mortez for the occasion. He and Rose are embroiled in an eternal love and agony loop. It’s exhausting to watch.”

She gave Austin a sideways look. That was further confirmation she and Jonah weren’t together in the future.

“Although I’m sure his feelings for you are genuine, that is if he has shown any feelings for you.”

Austin had misunderstood her silence. Jonah was off the charts hot and she enjoyed his company. Being with him would be easy. However, it was clear now his heart belonged to Rose. Cate suspected the intense, maddening and unfamiliar feelings she had for Austin might be love. A huge weight lifted from her shoulders, and she could breathe properly for the first time in days. One smile from Austin and she had been captivated. Every day these past weeks she had fallen a little more for him. Her world still went on when he wasn’t around, but it was brighter when they were together. These inexplicable and undeniable emotions meant she had no interest in other boys. She didn’t want to be anyone’s second choice, and that’s what she would be to Jonah.

“Has Jonah shown any feelings for you?” Austin asked.

“He’s been a complete gentleman. What would happen if Mortez discovered he snuck in to see Rose?”

Austin drew a finger across his neck and made a horrible noise in the back of his throat. “She’d feed him to the fire ants. Jonah’s secret is safe because he’s a ghost. Every Timesurfer has a time tube when they surf except for Jonah. No one can track him surfing. Mortez has to take his word about his comings and goings. She keeps him on a pretty tight leash, though.”

“Doesn’t she have to anchor him on all his trips back and forward? That’s why you guys call out to Naitanui and Mortez when you surf. So you don’t fall into a parallel dimension or...something?” she finished lamely.

Austin looked impressed. “Normally that’s the case, however—”

“Austin.” Rose marched across the gleaming floorboards. “Naitanui needs you immediately. There are two time tubes headed Bach’s way.”

“Bach the composer?” Cate asked.

“No, Bach the exotic dancer.” The two knives holding up Rose’s hair glinted as she shook her head. “Of course Bach, the composer.”

“I was just asking.”

“Listen more. Ask less—that’s how you learn,” Rose replied.

“Why do you care so much about a composer? I’m sure his music is good and all, but history shaping?” Cate looked between Austin and Rose.

“He had twenty-one children and was an informal adviser to royalty at the time. Those things have a big impact,” Rose said.

“Also, you can never have too much music.” Austin strolled to the door and hesitated. “‘Music is a moral law. It gives soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, a charm to sadness, gaiety, and life to everything. It is the essence of order and lends to all that is good and just and beautiful.’”

“Don’t quote Plato to me.” Rose hurried to the doorway, kissed Austin on both cheeks, and hugged him. “Take care of yourself and don’t get killed. I love you.”

Though his arms were tight around Rose’s waist, his eyes were fixed on Cate. “Love you too.”

Cate’s breath caught in her throat.

“Don’t you two ladies kill each other before I see you next!”

“Get!” Rose shuffled him out the door and closed it with a thunk. She brushed at her cheek.

Was Rose crying?

Rose exhaled loudly. “Wait here while I select the weapons.”

“Like I have a choice.” Cate flopped on the white couch, which was even more comfortable than it looked. She picked up a magazine and pretended to flip through. Her eyes followed Rose as she walked to the far wall and twisted a safe dial. Following the sound of an air lock releasing, the entire wall opened to reveal a six-foot by six-foot space lined with weapons and jewellery. A string of emeralds the size of golf balls nestled in a red velvet box caught her eye.

Shouts echoed down the hallway. “That was quick, even for him.” Rose used some colourful curse words, and there was a knock at the door. “You should get that. NOW!”
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Cate got up to open the door and found Jonah standing in the corridor.

He gave her a curt, businesslike nod. “Cate.”

A dozen people lay strewn along the hallway; some moaning, others quiet. Hopefully, they were unconscious and not dead, she thought as she gave Jonah a tentative smile. “What are you doing here?”

“Checking in with you,” 

She contemplated the weapons strapped to his thigh, and the hilt of a sword protruding over his shoulder. It looked like he was expecting trouble. “How did you know I’d be here?”

“Give me some credit. I know you pretty darned well.”

“You might not know me as well as you think.”

A look of satisfaction settled on his face. “So you aren’t here making a deal with Naitanui to help you find Xavier?”

Rose dropped two bags filled with weapons to the floor. “I hope you aren’t that predictable when you fight. Check his QIs.”

Cate checked Jonah’s QIs which were fine, and then she looked down the hallway, expecting a rush of Timesurfers. “Is it safe for you to be here?”

He leant against the doorframe with a supreme nonchalance that belied the fact he was persona non grata at the Break. There were only a few inches between his head and the top of the doorframe. “There’s not a conscious Timesurfer left in the Shack.”

“If Mortez is so interested in me, why isn’t she here? Why not storm the Shack, take me, kill everyone, and end it?”

“Well! Aren’t you a bloodthirsty little thing? Naitanui has enchantments that prevent Mortez and her minions from entering the Shack and the Break. Jonah’s the exception. The enchantments don’t recognise him because he’s a ghost.” Rose assumed her warrior-goddess stance.

It was the hair, Cate decided. No one could have that hair and not look like a warrior-goddess. Rose’s gleaming black hair hung past her waist. Violet glinted from the smooth waves cascading down her back every time she moved.

“It’s also more complicated than killing a few people. Lord knows if it was that easy, Rose would have bumped you off at the bus stop herself.” Jonah smiled and drummed his fingers against his bicep. “Of course, she would have had to get through me first.”

Rose made an annoyed sound. “Not even a challenge. Take your overinflated ego and toddle back to Mortez.”

“Happy to, after you tell me where you two are going with those overflowing bags of weapons.”

“She’s training me,” Cate blurted.

“Training?” There was genuine surprise on Jonah’s face.

“Yep.” Rose patted Jonah’s chest. “She’s all mine until the next new moon. I’m preparing her for the GTs.”

“You aren’t serious?”

Rose stabbed Jonah’s chest with her index finger. “Never been more serious, Lover. I’m training her for the GTs, and if she lives, she’s going to search for her missing brother. Apparently the evil Elias has taken him.” Rose raised her eyebrows and stared Jonah down. “He wouldn’t have been my first choice.”

“Not your choice to make.” Jonah’s voice was quiet and steely. “I’ll help train Cate, of course.”

“I wouldn’t want Mortez and the angst-riddled Catherine to miss you.” Bitterness tarnished Rose’s every word.

Jonah flinched and stepped back like Rose had slapped his cheek. “You wanted me to join the Order.”

“No, I wanted you to stop taking those drugs that were killing you, and joining Mortez was the only way to ensure that happened.”

Whoa! Cate never picked Jonah for an ex-drug addict.

Jonah gave Rose a murderous look. “The drugs were to deal with my migraines, and true to her promise, Mortez has kept them under control for me. I haven’t touched drugs since the day I walked into the Maligo Order, like I’ve told you every other time you’ve asked.”

“This is just as hard for me as it is for you. I miss you more with every breath, every day, but I’d rather see you alive with Mortez than live in a world without you.” Rose glared at Jonah.

“And of course, the fact my joining the Order was such a plus for you never entered your head?” He paced back and forward along the wall, his fists clenched at his sides.

Rose grabbed Jonah and spun him around. “That’s not fair. There are no words to tell you how grateful I am that you also help protect my family from Mortez. No one else could or would do that.”

“I don’t want your gratitude or pity.” Jonah pulled at his hair. “I hate what we have.”

Rose stumbled back as if Jonah had struck her. “I never asked you to protect my family. You chose to do that.”

“You will let me help train Cate. You owe me that.” Jonah and Rose stood chest to chest, wrists touching. To say they had a complicated relationship would be the understatement of the century.

“Fine.” Rose reached into one of the bags and produced a shiny black gun. She twirled it around her palm.

“Arrgh!” Cate shrieked and flattened against the wall. “What are you doing?”

Rose grasped Jonah’s outstretched wrist and pressed the gun to his skin. A clatter like a stapler sounded. A red welt the size of a grain of rice appeared on Jonah’s skin when Rose removed the gun. She pressed the weapon against her own wrist, fired again and then dropped it back into the bag. She brushed her hand against the welt on Jonah’s wrist and it vanished.

Jonah smiled at Cate. “Quantum microchip. It’s a GPS chip. When the gun fires it activates a dormant quantum charm infused into the metal of the chip. It’s like a historical beacon—magic and science coming together. Clever don’t you think?”

Cate poked at where the red welt had been on Jonah’s arm. “Sure. What do they actually do?”

“Rose and I can track one another’s locations. I’ll use those details to travel to wherever you two are training. Don’t kill each other before I get there.”

“Come on, apprentice.” Rose tugged at Cate’s arm. “Naitanui!”
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“You’ve ten minutes to pack a bag and return.”

A decent shove from Rose sent Cate stumbling toward the blue door of her house. “Or what?”

“I’ll come, grab your atrocious rainbow hair, and drag you down the steps to this spot. Then I’ll make you commando-crawl along the road for a mile.”

Cate trudged to the house contemplating how she’d like to rip out the violet highlights in Rose’s mermaid hair.

She opened the door. “Hello.”

Silence echoed back. She charged up to her bedroom and yanked the wardrobe doors open, searching frantically for her floral duffel bag and backpack. “Hmm, what to take?” She skidded down the hallway into the bathroom, grabbed her toiletries, and raced back to her room where she started throwing clothes in her bags. “What am I forgetting? Ah.” She popped Flopsie the white rabbit in. She couldn’t leave without him.

Cate’s phone beeped with a text from Rose.

“3 MIN WARNING!”

That gave her an idea. She pressed speed dial number one as she forced her duffel bag shut, balancing the mobile against her ear with her shoulder.

“Where are you?” Eve shouted down the line. “I came by this morning for our first solo outing in the car, and no one was home. I had the entire day planned out.”

“I have something important to tell you,” Cate whispered.

“Why are we whispering?” Eve whispered back. “Please tell me you haven’t got Austin or Jonah with you, Cate. I’m not sure if I’m emotionally ready for you to jump into anything with either of them.”

“Shut up. They’re not here.”

“I was only asking. No need to have a cow,” Eve grumbled down the phone.

“I’m going with Rose to train for a Timesurfers initiation thing called the GTs.”

“What the—?”

“You can’t tell anyone. I just wanted someone to know I was going.” Cate cursed and ran to her wardrobe. She had forgotten boots and socks.

“It sounds like a dreadful idea.” Eve was still whispering. “Do you want me to come with you? I can be there in less than fifteen minutes, ten if I steal a bike. I don’t know if I can even still ride a bike. This is why I really need a driver’s licence. Damn those pesky age laws.”

Eve’s offer was a testimony to what a true best friend she was. “Thanks, but no. When these guys time travel, they can bring you back to the exact moment you left. I’ll be back before you get here.”

“You’re time travelling?” Eve screeched. “What will you wear?”

Cate’s phone vibrated with another text from Rose.

“1 MIN”

“Got to go.” She snapped her phone case shut, grabbed a bag with each hand, and headed downstairs. As she charged out the front door, she came to an abrupt halt. Was she doing the right thing?

Polka Dot shot across the driveway and crouched under the lavender bush waving in the breeze near Rose. His yellow, unblinking eyes glowered at Cate. She had to do this for Xavier. There was no other choice. She hoisted her bags more firmly onto her shoulders and, with her head held high, marched toward her least favourite woman in the world.

Rose’s fingers bit into the flesh near Cate’s tricep. “Naitanui!” she called.

The world swirled. Stars exploded and fizzed across the black velvet canvas. In less than a minute, Cate’s feet sank into soft, warm earth. She blinked against the glare from the blindingly white sand which squeaked under her boots. There weren’t any beaches in Tempus Falls, only trees and hills.

“Where are we?”

“The beach.” Rose marched her supermodel body up the sand dunes, weaving her way through the sparse vegetation with the grace of a dancer. If she had been wearing a bathing suit, it would have been the perfect Sports Illustrated cover picture.

“So helpful.” Cate tugged her jacket off and tied it around her waist. The heat from the sun stung her arms. Layer upon layer of plump, fluffy clouds hung in the sky. She wanted to reach out and hug them; they looked so soft and pure. There was ocean, beach, clouds, and scrub as far as she could see. “Where are we going?”

Rose’s voice came from over the top of the sand dunes. “Shut your mouth, save your strength, and keep up.”

Cate’s ankles and knees scraped against the thorns and sharp leaves, leaving them bloody. The sun was directly overhead, so it had to be around noon when they reached a clearing the size of a baseball field. Soaring limestone cliffs curved around one side. Black human outline targets lay scattered on the ground. Piles of sandbags, drums, and logs littered the grey sandy floor. Four lookout towers accessed by rope ladders, connected by rickety looking wooden footbridges, bordered the clearing. Two rolled up swags and a few battered pans sat at the foot of the cliff.

“This is us,” Rose said. “I’ll start a fire and make lunch. Roll out your swag, change, and stand up all the human shaped targets and those round archery targets on the far side of the grounds. Don’t go past the limestone cliffs.”

Cate tapped her watch a few times, confirming it was broken. “We’re sleeping outside?”

“We’re doing everything outside.”

A mosquito the size of a golf ball landed on Cate’s arm. This was not going to be fun. She changed into black cotton pants behind a large boulder streaked with red. Please don’t let it be dried blood. Her pink singlet with “Suck it up, Princess” emblazoned across the front in sparkling silver earned her a basilisk stare from Rose, which made Cate very satisfied indeed.

The dry scrub crunched underfoot as she stood up the targets. They were heavier than they looked. Spears, swords, knives, arrows, and a few razor-edged spinning discs littered the ground. A warm breeze brought the sharp scent of salt and something else that made her mouth water. She jogged back to camp and peered into the battered billycan Rose was stirring.

“That smells awesome. What is it?”

“Stewed seagulls, with wild rosemary and eucalyptus bark.”

Cate’s stomach lurched and somersaulted. She was hungry, but not Survivor hungry.

Rose rolled her eyes and snickered. “It’s chicken with coriander and bacon.”

Cate loved anything with bacon. However, Rose had sewn the seed of doubt. What if it was seagull? She shuddered. “I used to go to a beach like this on vacation each summer.”

“This won’t be a vacation.”

There had been no family vacations since they’d relocated. Repetitive behaviour was frowned upon when you were in witness protection. There was also no summer break at her mum’s school because crime never took a vacation.

Rose put a lid on the billycan. “All right, while that’s finishing up, give me a quick demo of those fierce black belt skills you touted the first day we met.”

“What? Now?” Frankly, stewed seagull was more appealing.

“Yeah, let’s see if you’re pathetic, atrocious, or a combination of both. I won’t hit you, promise.” Rose crossed her heart and motioned Cate forward. “Come on, show me what I haven’t got to work with. I’ll tie my hands behind my back if you like.”

The GTs obviously involved combat. Hence, the possibility of death Rose spoke about with Jonah. Xavier had better appreciate this. She assumed her fighting stance.

“That’s like knocking on the front door and yelling ‘HELLO! I’m here to fight’.” Rose tapped a manicured nail against her chin. “Continue.”

Cate executed a few half-hearted kicks. Rose whirled and smashed a heel into her stomach, making her sink to her knees. She struggled for a full breath. “You said you wouldn’t hit me.”

“I didn’t hit you. I kicked you. I’ll kick you again if you don’t fight with some conviction. Those kicks wouldn’t have bothered a puppy. You must have more than that.”

Anger surged through Cate. She assumed her fighting stance and went at Rose with everything she had. She feigned right and left and kicked high and low. There were a lot more high kicks than low as she attempted to smear Rose’s flawless complexion with dirt. She punched and kicked with every combination imaginable. Nothing hit its mark. Rose was a freaking warrior-goddess. She had the hair and the fight moves. Cate screamed toward the sky in frustration.

“Give up?” The cheerful tone in Rose’s voice and the fact she wasn’t breathing hard made Cate’s blood boil. She charged at Rose and ended up headfirst in a scratchy bush. Her out of control breathing rasped painfully in her chest. She got to her feet with a kip-up, spitting dirt and leaves. Rose moved to check on lunch, and Cate seized the opportunity. A second later, she landed hard on her butt.

Rose threw her head back and howled with laughter. “So there is a scrapper hidden under there. Excellent. You sounded like a train steaming up behind me—all your panting and stomping makes you so obvious.

Tears prickled Cate’s eyes. She was tougher than this. Crying in front of Austin’s mother was the last straw.

Rose handed her a tin cup filled with stew. “Eat. Then we’ll get into it. What’s your strongest weapon?”

Cate sniffed the food, stealing a furtive glance to check that Rose was eating. She touched the fork to the tip of her tongue, rolling the taste around in her mouth. If it was seagull, it was delicious. “Um...I suppose nunchaku. I’m okay with a sword or a bow and arrow, but I’m rubbish with knives.”

“That’s not overly useful. Can you use two pairs of nunchaku? One pair in each hand?”

“Not well. I always end up giving myself a dead arm.” This was such a bizarre conversation to be having over lunch. Cate scraped the sides of her cup. Rose was also a brilliant cook—overachievers were so annoying. “What exactly are the GTs?” She spooned more food, ravenous because she hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

“Grommet Trials.” Rose continued eating.

“And...” She drew out the word for emphasis.

“Timesurfers take the GTs so they can travel alone on missions. They started when the emperors made people fight to the death to be part of the Midnight Society. The fights opened the annual blood sport games. Those who didn’t survive were food for the lions used in the games. The lions built up their strength, and the emperors flushed out and culled the wizards.”

Cate’s spoon clattered back into her empty cup. “And now?”

“Same deal, no emperors, but a wild after party.”

“What about the lions?”

“Still there. Austin has the scars to prove it.”

Austin had said he got his scars from a lion at the GTs. “Oh, come on! You have to explain it better than that.”

“The GTs are about whether you can, and will, kill. A true warrior is prepared to die for their cause. More importantly, they’re prepared to kill for it. First, a few Timesurfers will try to kill you with weapons, then some will try to kill you with their bare hands, and finally some will attempt to beat you unconscious.”

“Right. And how long does this killing and beating go on for?”

“A couple of hours.”

“And how many people will be taking the GTs with me?”

“Usually, there’s around fifty.” Rose banged her cup on the rock. “Enough questions. To be a Timesurfer you have to step into the unknown without fear. Whatever happens, fight as hard as you can and don’t die. End of story.”

A sharp crack made Cate leap. Her cup thudded on the sandy ground. Someone was coming.
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“Sit down,” Rose said between mouthfuls.

Cate remained frozen in her fighting stance.

A tall silhouette loped through the bush, pushing branches aside as it advanced. The man raised his hands in surrender. “I give up—don’t hurt me.”

Relief flooded through Cate. Jonah was dressed in black; his V-necked T-shirt pulled taut across his chest. As he moved closer, Cate and Rose gasped. His face was bloodied and bruised.

He stepped toward Cate, arms outstretched. When his eyes fixed on Rose, he hesitated, indecision etched on his face. His arms fell to his sides. “Afternoon, ladies.” He nodded at each of them.

“What happened to you?” Cate asked.

“Mortez is none too pleased with me.” Jonah smiled and then spoke directly to Rose. “I had to keep something special safe for her, and I lost it.”

A big silence followed before Rose spoke, “That’s a pretty big thing to lose.”

Jonah shrugged. “I think someone took it.”

Rose continued to eat; her eyes fixed on Jonah. “I’d be making some finding plans ASAP.”

“What did you lose?” Cate asked.

Jonah grimaced. “It’s complicated.”

Cate dropped her head into her hands. “Isn’t it always?”

Rose walked over and placed her hands tenderly on either side of Jonah’s head. In seconds, his face was again beautiful and unmarked. The blood smears remained, though. When Cate had healed him, all the blood disappeared and it was as if his injuries had never happened. Rose must have a different type of healing power.

“Thanks,” Jonah said.

Rose removed her hands from Jonah’s face. “You better find what you’ve lost, or there’ll be another beating around the corner.”

Cate settled cross-legged on the ground. She grabbed a stick and drew absentminded circles in the dirt. The connection between Rose and Jonah made her stomach twist. She grappled for some words to break the silence. “So, how’d you find us?” Her voice was tinny and overly bright.

He pointed to his wrist, where Rose had pressed the gun at the Shack. “Quantum microchip, remember?”

Cate banged her hand against her forehead. “Of course, what was I thinking?”

The corners of Jonah’s mouth tugged up in a near smile.

“Lunch is over.” Rose brushed off her trousers, drawing attention to her long, athletic legs. Jonah followed her every move. “I want to see some board breaks, and then you have an afternoon hike to complete.”

Cate motioned toward Jonah. “But—”

“UP!” Rose barked.

“Are you staying?” Cate scrambled to her feet and grabbed Jonah’s arm. He flinched and moved ever so slightly. Had he distanced himself from her to show Rose she had nothing to worry about? Annoyance shot through her.

Jonah glanced at Rose, who shrugged. “Sure, I’ll stay.”

Cate’s irritation gave way to something surprising—jealousy. She had a serious case of the green-eyed monster. Austin might be her kryptonite, but she was peeved Jonah preferred Rose over her. She wanted to be with Austin, but she also desperately wanted Jonah to choose her over Rose, just because it was, well...Rose.

“Do fifty knuckle push-ups while I prepare the boards.” Rose upended the black canvas duffel bags from the Shack. Assorted knives and deadly-looking metal objects clattered onto the rock. A pile of pine boards fell out last.

“You want them in lots of two?” Jonah rummaged around among the weapons and produced black duct tape.

Rose lined up drums along the ground. “Yep.”

Cate started her push-ups on the grass.

“Do them on the rocks,” Rose yelled. “The grass won’t condition your knuckles, and get off your knees and up on your toes. Warriors never do knee push-ups.”

Cate stomped over to the rocks and began again. The rocks bit into her knuckles, breaking the skin instantly. She gritted her teeth and continued. “Do it for Xavier,” she chanted.

Rose placed one set of boards on the ground across some bricks, she and Jonah held the second set, and a third set lay at the end of five, forty-four gallon drums lined up side by side on the ground.

“Spinning heel kick for the boards we’re holding, hammer fist for the boards on the bricks, and flying side kick over those drums to break the last ones. We’ll get there to hold the boards before you jump,” Rose said.

Cate had never broken two boards together before. “Do I keep going if they don’t break?”

“Yes,” Rose and Jonah chorused and braced behind the boards, holding them at hip height.

“Clear your mind. If they aren’t broken in your head, it’ll never happen. This is all about technique and commitment,” Rose said.

Jonah smiled. “Hard, fast, and loud. Ready?”

After a deep breath, Cate nodded. She kicked, and nothing happened.

“Again!” Rose and Jonah yelled.

This time, the boards splintered but didn’t break all the way through. The third time they snapped. She knelt on the ground in front of the boards resting across the bricks. She struck hard with a hammer fist and a searing pain shot up her arm.

“Get your weight over the top of it, or you’ll break your arm. Straighten your wrist. Now, go again,” Rose commanded.

Cate’s fist broke the boards clean. Jonah and Rose held the last set at the end of the row of drums. She needed to leap about six feet to clear the drums and break the boards with her flying side kick before she landed. She sprinted and jumped. Her foot hit the plywood with a thud and she bounced butt first onto the drums. Epic fail.

Rose screwed up her nose. “The speed was fine, but your leg was way too low and straight. It’s not a flying leg raise. Technique is important. Get your knee bent and foot up and flexed, then kick out hard through the board. That’s what’s going to break it.”

“Show her how it’s done, Rose.” Jonah gave a mischievous smile.

“Add two more drums and hold up the boards.” Rose sauntered away and pulled her hair into a high ponytail.

Jonah chuckled. “She loves a demonstration.”

“That’s because she’s an attention seeking warrior-goddess.” Cate hated Rose, but the woman had perfect technique.

“Rose also likes to use her badass sparingly for maximum effect.” Jonah’s eyes twinkled. “You two are more similar than either of you would ever admit.”

“I hope that means I could kick your butt like she can.”

“I can match Rose in a fight, but Naitanui’s the only person who could take her down on any given day.”

“He’d be like a smooth black panther. No! A deadly tiger snake, all black and yellow. He glides around and bam! He strikes! You’re dead.” Cate danced around as she spoke. “Does Naitanui have a power?”

Jonah cleared his throat, and his eyes darted left. “He can erase memories. When Timesurfers are cast out or choose to leave, he erases their memories and sends them to a suitable time and place to live out their lives.”

“Impressive.” She thought on that for a minute. “What about the immortals? People would catch on that they weren’t ageing.”

“Naitanui erases their memories, and they’re all sent to Isle de Pantheon to live. The North Island is for Timesurfers sentenced to incarceration, and the South Island is for immortals who want out of their Timesurfer duties.”

“Ready?” Rose called.

Jonah nodded. They braced behind the boards.

Rose ran with a fluid grace that masked her speed. When she jumped, her position through the air was flawless. The boards gave a sharp crack and ripped like paper. She landed perfectly balanced.

“Impressive,” Cate said reluctantly.

“Not perfect, though.” Rose picked up a single board. “I want to check your speed. Shut your eyes. When I say, open them and pick the most appropriate kick to break the board based on how I’m holding it.”

Cate closed her eyes.

“And go!” Rose called.

Cate opened her eyes and panicked. What kick should she use? Seconds ticked by and she hadn’t moved.

Rose groaned. “Yes, do nothing. That will protect you from death. It’s time for a hike. Head south one hundred and twenty-five degrees for about an hour until you see a huge cave. Tiger snakes hibernate there. Head east one hundred and twenty-five degrees until you reach the ring-lock fence. There’s a thousand volts running through it. Head north one hundred and twenty-five degrees to the rock shaped like a doughnut, and finally west one hundred and twenty-five degrees. You should be heading in each direction for about an hour. Use the sun and this compass as a guide.” She handed Cate a shiny oval object.

“Rose—” There was a warning in Jonah’s voice.

“She’s mine to train,” Rose cut in. “Questions?”

Cate flipped the compass open. “How will I know I’ve finished?”

“You’ll know,” Rose said.

“Are you sure you don’t have any other questions?” Jonah pressed.

“No.” She marched off without a backwards glance. The compass face glowed, mocking her. You’re missing something; a little voice chirped in her head with each step.

Cate checked her watch, cursing when she remembered that it was broken. Surely she was close to the cave Rose spoke about. The sun had moved enough to indicate it was likely she’d been walking for close to an hour. Her feet wobbled on the uneven ground. “Arrgh...” She landed face first in the dirt and her ankle cracked. An excruciating pain roared up her leg, as her foot wedged in a hole. Something furry wriggled against her heel. She screamed and yanked her leg to her chest. Blue and white stars burst behind her closed eyelids. The world blurred for a few seconds until she managed to refocus.

A rabbit now lay a few feet from her on the ground. She’d stepped in a rabbit hole, and on the rabbit that lived there. “Crap!” Her left foot was pointing in the wrong direction. Her toes were facing behind her calf. Nausea surged through her. “R—” She clamped her hands over her mouth to stop herself calling for help. She would heal herself.

A whimper escaped her as a fresh burst of agony surged up her calf. Should she try to put her ankle back in the right place before attempting to fix it? With Brittany, she put her hands on her, and all the mending just happened. It was the same after Polka Dot attacked her ankle.

She counted back from ten to one and then forced herself to sit. Her ankle screamed with pain as she stretched and laced her fingers under her injured foot then waited. Nothing. Eyes closed, she tried again. A quick peek confirmed there was no change. Heal, heal, heal, she chanted in her head. Bubbles of warmth fizzed along her leg and the pain vanished. Her eyes widened as her foot rotated inch by inch until her toes faced the sky and not the sand. The crunching noises sounded excruciating, but Cate felt nothing. She gave her ankle a tentative twirl. It was fixed.

A noise caught her attention. The rabbit was trying to flee, but its back legs were limp and motionless while its front paws scratched desperately at the dirt. Blood trickled from the corner of its mouth. A poor innocent bunny was in pain because of her.

Cate gently picked up the spotted brown animal and stroked its coarse fur. The frantic thud of its heartbeat pounded against her palm.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

The creature became still, and its heartbeat stuttered and stopped. Her hands shook as she laid the lifeless rabbit on the sandy ground. Please wake up. Her fingers stroked its side. Don’t be dead. She held the compass near its nose and mouth. There was no sign it was breathing. With a sigh, she closed the dead animal’s eyes and rested her hand on its still chest. It’s back paw twitched.

With a twist, the bunny was on its feet and darted into the scrub.

“Hey! Come back.” Bewildered, but relieved, she stared at the space where the spotted creature had disappeared. I need some company, come back.

A bush rustled and the rabbit sat calmly, contemplating her. The fading sunlight gave its eyes an eerie violet glow.

“You want to hike with me?” she asked.

The furry animal shook its head.

“I know that wasn’t you actually saying no, but I’ll take it as that. You can go.” The rabbit obediently hopped away, and she was alone. That thing she was missing earlier finally twigged. She wheeled on her heel and sprinted back the way she’d come.
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“You sent me in a circle!” Cate yelled.

Rose sat on a boulder, ankles crossed, by the campfire, sipping from a cup. “No, I sent you in a square. You cheated. You’re three hours early.”

Rose was so...mean, all the time, for no bloody reason. She smacked the cup from Rose’s hand. The aroma of coffee wafted through the air. “I broke my ankle and trekked through the bush for nothing but your entertainment. You can take your GTs and shove them fair up your—”

Jonah stepped between her and Rose. “Settle down!”

“She’s awful to me. I could have died!” Cate put both hands on his chest and gave an enormous shove. It was like pushing against a brick wall. “You let her do that to me. Which makes you a son of a—”

“I had you under observation the entire time,” Jonah broke in.

“Oh.” That knocked the wind from her sails.

“The zombie rabbit thing was freaky. If you were more focused, you would have seen through Rose’s bogus request. Lesson learned. Constant vigilance.”

His condescending tone stoked the angry flames blazing through Cate. Resentment and frustration trickled along her fingertips, imploring her to hit him.

“I’m not Zach.” The quiet menace in Jonah’s voice pulled her up short. “You won’t get the opportunity to break my nose twice.”

She prodded at his chest. “Are you reading my mind?”

“I don’t need to. I know you want to smack me. You won’t move me, so stop with the shoving and poking.”

The fact Jonah knew her so well was becoming annoying. “Shouldn’t you be training Zach for the GTs? He’s going to need a tonne of work.”

“He doesn’t need to train Zach because Mortez doesn’t make her people take the GTs. She attends them all, of course, to identify potential recruits.” Rose patted the log next to her. “Come and sit, Jonah.”

He strode to the fire and assumed his arms-crossed commando stance. “I’ll stand.”

“Of course you will.” Rose pointed to Cate. “You’re making me uncomfortable. Park your backside on the ground.”

Every fibre in Cate’s body had a different curse word to yell at Rose, but she sucked it up and sat. “So Zach gets out of the GTs because he’s with Mortez?”

Rose nodded and looked at Jonah. “How did you make the monumental gaff of planting a bomb under a bus that Cate would be on? Didn’t you research it?”

Jonah shrugged. “I researched it more thoroughly than any other mission. She shouldn’t have been there. Someone or something altered her path. It was timed perfectly. A sneaky wizard put a popularity charm on Zach that morning, which I think started the ball rolling.”

“I knew Zach’s sudden popularity and his cheerleading girlfriend weren’t right!” Cate exclaimed.

“Nothing gets past you, does it?” Rose rolled her eyes at Cate. “Any wizard suspects?”

Jonah scratched his head. “Catherine did a search for wizards in that area for me but it came up clean, which is weird because I know Elias is there and I suspect there’s at least one other wizard present as well. Elias could have cast the spell, but he still would have needed someone close to Cate to manipulate her movements because the timing was so perfect.”

“Mortez has her pretty well covered.” Rose tapped her chin. “Maybe it was purely a coincidence?”

“Unlikely. I don’t have a time tube for anyone to track, so how did you know the exact moment I’d be there?” Jonah turned to Rose. “How did Naitanui know I would be there?”

“That’s classified. I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you so you couldn’t identify the mole we’ve had embedded in Mortez’s team for nearly a decade.”

Jonah shook his head and grinned. “Well, we certainly wouldn’t want that!”

Rose touched Jonah’s arm. “I’m guessing she made you bleed and killed a few relatives for that mistake.”

Jonah’s shoulders sagged. “Three. When Mortez tore out the dead child’s heart and lobbed it to the ground Zach nearly fainted.”

Cate gasped.

“Zach nearly fainted.”

Rose rolled her eyes. “Word on the street is he did faint when he surfed the first time.” Jonah gave her two thumbs up, and for a moment, they were old friends sharing a joke.

“How come Zach could travel to the future, when he’s with the Maligo Order, and I couldn’t? The magic booted me back with multiple fractures and broken bones.”

Rose tapped her temple. “Think it through.”

It was infuriating how dumb she made Cate feel. To have not had an aura clash with the Maligo Order command, Zach would either have had to defect to the Midnight Society, runaway or...be dead. Rose would have killed Zach if he’d defected to Naitanui and Mortez would have had Jonah hunt him down and kill him if he’d deserted the Order. The answer to the Zach thing flitted in and out of her head a few times before she was able to comprehend it. “Is Zach dead?”

Rose gave a noncommittal shrug, and Jonah shuffled uncomfortably. Their silence was as good as a confirmation. “How did he die?”

Jonah’s face looked drawn in the firelight. “The magic won’t let us say.”

“I hate magic more each day! Nearly as much as I hate preparing for your stupid GTs,” Cate muttered.

“You chose the GTs.” There was a matter-of-fact tone to Jonah’s voice.

“I’m only doing them so Naitanui will help me find Xavier.”

“How does that make you feel, Jonah?” Rose asked.
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Each night as Jonah and Rose whispered by the fire, Cate’s plan to eavesdrop had been foiled as exhaustion and a surprisingly comfortable swag forced her into a dreamless sleep in minutes.

But tonight, the warm glow of satisfaction kept Cate awake. Reluctant for her successful day to end, her mind buzzed as she floated in the cosy space between wakefulness and sleep. Today Cate’s foot had grazed the front of Rose’s designer black singlet. She’d also come tantalisingly close to messing her perfect mermaid hair, not once, but twice, and her first quantum indicator had finally appeared.

The days had begun to blur together—each morning she ran five miles in the soft, white beach sand, which squeaked under her feet it was so clean, followed by sparring and board breaks with Rose. Next, there was an hour of being blindfolded and, standing knee deep in the ocean as she attempted to get a hand, foot, or even a fingernail on Jonah. The water broke her fall and stopped her from ending up unconscious every three minutes when Jonah tackled her to the ground. Having wet clothes and hair sucked, and so did ending up with sand in all the wrong places.

During Jonah’s sessions, Rose reclined on the pristine white sand wearing a wide-brimmed hat to protect her fair skin and looked demure until she opened her mouth with a few choice words of encouragement for Jonah.

After lunch, Cate threw assorted weapons at targets, scaled the jagged limestone cliffs, and ran another five miles in prickly scrub that made her hands and legs bleed. To end each day, she sparred against Rose and Jonah in a ten-by-ten-foot metal cage. That was her least favourite thing. There was nowhere to hide.

Jonah and Rose analysed her form and barked corrections. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stand straight enough, engage her core enough, or use those eyes everyone seemed to think she had in the back of her head. Whenever she wanted to scream that she was concentrating as hard as possible, she bit her tongue. If more concentration would help her smash Rose, she would concentrate more. There was also Xavier. This was all about finding him.

Jonah’s responsibility was to kick her butt in new and interesting ways, as Rose so eloquently put it. Always the perfect gentleman, he helped Cate off her butt each time he knocked her down. The last exercise in the cage was always disheartening. Rose drew ten little black crosses on both Cate and Jonah, and they were required to hit as many as possible in three minutes of sparring. Jonah always hit all ten, twice. The most Cate had hit was one.

Rose’s melodic voice floated through Cate’s comfortable sleep haze as she spoke to Jonah. “Having her around is doing my head in.”

“You’ll survive.” Cate loved Jonah’s drawl as much as she detested Rose’s posh English accent.

“Having you around is doing my head in more.”

Jonah chuckled. “Right back at you.”

He was probably lounging on the ground, one arm behind his head, drawing circles in the dirt with his other hand. That was the position he assumed each night as Cate climbed into her swag. She concentrated on steadying her breathing and strained to hear their conversation.

“Have I told you how much I hate this?” Rose asked.

“Let me think...”

There was scuffling followed by a loud thud. Cate risked opening an eye. Rose and Jonah lay on the ground, arms and legs tangled around one another. Both of their hair still perfectly styled. The firelight highlighted the angles and planes of Jonah’s beautiful face. He brushed a thumb over Rose’s cheek with a tenderness that made Cate’s heart contract. Rose’s ebony hair and perfectly shaped black eyebrows were a contrast to her alabaster skin and vibrant red lips. She was exquisite.

Jonah placed a lingering kiss on Rose’s neck that made Cate blush. She let out a relieved breath as Jonah planted a fleeting kiss on Rose’s forehead and helped her stand, glad there wasn’t going to be anymore canoodling.

Rose fidgeted with her hair and then clasped and unclasped her hands. “Are you sure you erased everything about Austin’s relationship with Catherine from his mind? Austin said Cate looked familiar at the bus stop.”

“Yes.” Jonah sounded certain. “I did it because I was terrified about what Mortez could make him and Catherine do if she discovered their relationship.”

What type of relationship did Catherine have with Austin? Cate wondered.

“People do unspeakable things for love.” Jonah’s voice was flat and tired. “Too late, they realise their exquisite love has turned insidious, devouring all that is good and pure in them from the inside out. Look at me. I choose to risk a torturous death every day because I can’t stop myself being in love with you. I won’t even try to be happy with Catherine because we would both be settling for second choice. She deserves someone who loves her completely.”

My life must be emotionally exhausting, Cate thought. She was strongly leaning towards never having a boyfriend ever again. She wanted to slap her future self and remind her that there were more important things in the world than boys. She would also like to ask her future self what on earth she was thinking when she made the unfathomable decision to get on board with Mortez and her team evil. There had to be a story about that.

Rose pressed a hand against her chest. “If you love Catherine, you should be with her.”

“Catherine is my best friend. Of course, I love her. Every minute I spend with her, I’m more tempted to settle for what the two of us could have. But I’m not in love with her, and she’s not in love with me. She and Austin protected their clandestine relationship for months. Catherine’s still oblivious to the fact that I know about them and I regret telling you about them,” Jonah hissed.

Right! Future Cate and Austin had that type of relationship.

“I never asked you to tell me about their relationship, just like I never asked you to help Naitanui protect my family from Mortez,” Rose whispered fiercely.

“Because you knew you didn’t have to. I was always going to protect them. What sort of man would I be if I sat by and did nothing when the family of the woman I love was in danger? Each time I help Naitanui relocate your stepmother and sisters, I wonder if Mortez will be waiting to kill me when I return because she’s discovered I’m protecting your family from her attempts to murder them. Your indiscretion with Mortez’s husband all those years ago continues to put everyone in danger every day.”

Rose’s head dropped into her hands. “I didn’t know Daniel was married to Mortez at the time. I don’t regret what I did. Austin is the most beautiful thing in my life.”

“The only person I love more than Austin in this world is you. I’m the only father he’s ever known. Each time Mortez murders one of my family in some horrific way, it’s like another dagger is plunged into my soul. But I keep going because staying with her is the best way to keep you and Austin, my true family, safe.”

“I pray it won’t always be like this, Jonah.”

“Not as much as I do.”

The fire hissed and crackled through the silence that followed.

It was mind blowing how messed up Jonah and Rose were. They had betrayed Austin in the most horrible way. If he found out they’d wiped his memory, he’d be devastated.

Branches cracked, and a large black mass moved through the scrub toward them. The moon, round and full, came out from behind a cloud, lighting their campsite. Cate’s heart jumped into her mouth and her stomach turned to water as she leapt to her feet.

“Everyone up,” a familiar voice commanded through the darkness.

“Stay, Cate,” Rose ordered.

“I’m not a dog,” Cate replied even though she didn’t move.

“Go, Jonah,” Rose whispered.

When Jonah reached to hug Cate, she backed away. “Don’t touch me. Ever again.”

Jonah dropped his arms, clearly confused. “Good luck.” He flickered and vanished.

The group was close enough for Cate to make out Naitanui in the lead. Her stomach flipped when she saw Austin. She took in his familiar swagger, low-slung, tattered jeans, and orange and black checked flannel shirt. The group halted as they reached the fire. No one else looked familiar.

“Hey, Beautiful,” Austin said.

The hairs on Cate’s neck stood up one at a time when his breath washed over them. He casually brushed her shoulder, then shoved his hands into his front pockets and slouched against the limestone cliff Cate climbed each night. With his arms flexed and killer smile in place, he looked amazing. She could watch him forever.

Naitanui motioned to the people surrounding him. “Take Cate to the holding area.”

Cate froze. “What?”

“You’re in lockdown until the GTs commence in six hours.”

“But I’m not ready,” she stammered.

Naitanui smiled. “No one is ever ready. Take her.”

She winced as fingers dug into her shoulders. “Ouch.”

“Well, isn’t she a big, strong girl,” a harsh voice said near her ear as more fingers dug painfully into her collarbone.

“Get your hands off me.” She wrenched against the hands as they tightened around her arms. A light bulb went off in her head. She repeated her request for them to remove their hands in her mind, and the Timesurfers released her.

“I’ll take her to the holding area.” Rose grasped Cate’s elbow. “Austin, you should come too. She can’t compel us.”

“Sure.” Austin peeled himself away from the rock.

Cate tugged on her boots and fell into step with them. Gravel crunched underfoot, and the stars twinkled with malevolent glee at her predicament.

“Halt.” Naitanui’s booming voice bounced off the limestone cliffs. “You chose the GTs, Cate. Speak up if you’ve changed your mind.”

“I haven’t. I’ll do whatever it takes to find my brother.” She had thought of Xavier each time she ended up on her butt or spitting out dirt these last three weeks—so a freaking lot.

“Show extra caution, Rose. Now the grommets have been announced, Mortez will know Cate is participating. I can’t predict what she’ll do,” Naitanui said.

Rose nodded.

“I love that everyone thinks I’m so special and important!” Cate murmured as the three of them walked away from the campsite. “What’s a grommet? And am I one of them?”

Austin’s little finger wrapped around hers for the briefest of seconds. “A grommet is a Timesurfer who’s participating in the GTs. So that’s you, Beautiful.”

Now if she could just get someone to give her a straight answer on what exactly the GTs involved.

As soon as they were out of earshot, Cate dug her heels into the gravel and stopped. “How do you know I can’t compel you or Austin?”

The puzzled expression on Rose’s face was priceless. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out. She recovered quickly. “You’ve wanted me to go to hell, jump off a cliff, or stand still so you could hit me. I didn’t do any of those things, ergo, you can’t compel me.”

“And you.” Cate turned to Austin. “How do you know you’re immune to my talents?”

“I know because when I took you surfing the first time, you pleaded for someone to ‘kill me now’ and I didn’t. Also, Naitanui sent me on this mission because you couldn’t compel me.”

“You knew that?” Rose asked.

“I learned to keep secrets from two of the best, Mum. The big question is how did you and Naitanui know I was immune to Cate’s charms before this mission if I’d never met her?”

Rose stumbled. She actually stumbled. In all the hours they had spent training, Rose had never stumbled.

“I’ll figure it out,” Austin said.

Cate realised how Rose and Jonah had erased Austin’s memory. Jonah had to touch people to access their powers. They did it when Rose took the photo of Austin, Naitanui, and Jonah together at the Shack.

Rose took Cate’s arm. “Good luck with that, Austin. Now grab hold of Cate somewhere.”

He slid his hand under Cate’s faded T-shirt and across her back. His fingers slipped inside her jeans and curved around her hip. “Are you ready for this?”


[image: ]

The room was cavernous. Its twenty-foot high ceiling was intricately painted. Veins of gold and rust streaked the marble walls, covered with black etchings. There were at least 200 people in the space but despite the crowd, Cate spotted three familiar faces.

“Cate!” Austin snapped his fingers in front of her nose. “Cate!”

“Don’t snap your fingers at me.” She glanced between Austin and the faces she recognised. “Why are they here?”

Austin’s eyes fixed on the boys who had caught Cate’s attention. “My guess is to help you.”

Gaspar was nearly a foot taller than she remembered. He towered over Balthazar and Mel. They looked older. Then it twigged. They were older. They were from the future.

Rose squared her shoulders and lifted her chin ever so slightly.

“Mum, you need to go. If the boys are competing, Mortez will be close.”

“Austin.” There was an edge to Rose’s voice.

“She won’t try anything with me in front of this crowd. You, I’m not so sure about. This isn’t the time for you and Mortez to have at it.”

A ripple of noise rolled across the room. Feet shuffled on the hard-packed dirt floor. People stretched their necks and stood on tiptoe; all focused on the opening marked by two stone pillars carved with roman numerals. There were lists of names and red-stained poppies engraved under each number. The marble walls were decorated with intricate drawings of people fighting lions.

“Rose,” Austin growled through his teeth.

Jonah strode through the opening. A woman with short, spiky blonde hair followed. Everyone moved to create a path for them to walk through. She was one confident, powerful looking woman. They moved across the room with a regal grace.

A sideways glance confirmed Rose had vanished.

“Mortez?” Cate breathed.

Austin tensed and his hand hooked the back of Cate’s jeans. “That’s her.”

She moved closer to Austin. The leader of the Maligo Order surveyed the crowd in an unhurried and deliberate manner. Her eyes held Cate’s for a second and then examined her from head to toe. When her grey eyes returned to Cate’s face, she smiled and headed over.

Cate hadn’t known what to expect, but this wasn’t it. “She looks so...normal.” Mortez was a few inches taller than Cate. She had an athletic body with well-defined muscles.

“Never judge a book by its cover. Here she comes.” Austin’s hand tightened, and he moved Cate closer. “Does she look familiar?”

Cate shook her head. “Should she?”

Austin smiled. “I wondered if you remembered seeing her at the grocery store or passing her in the street. You never know.”

Jonah strolled ahead of Mortez. He looked relaxed as he smiled and nodded to people, but there was no doubt he was her protection. If you messed with this woman, Jonah would hurt you.

“That’s quite close enough.” Austin held his arm out.

The leader of the Maligo Order smiled. “Best of luck for today, Catherine.”

“Thanks.” Cate fought a strange urge to curtsey. This woman knowing her name was a tad scary, though not unexpected now that she thought about it. This was the future Mortez, and Catherine was on her team. Future, past—it was all so confusing.

There was nothing friendly about the snakelike smile Mortez gave Austin. “Tell your mother I look forward to catching up.” She touched Jonah’s arm and started toward the door.

Jonah stepped closer to Cate, who flinched away. “What bit of never touch me again did you misunderstand?”

Jonah dropped his head and stepped back. “Kill it today, Catherine.” He strode after Mortez.

Austin let go of her and scratched his chin. “What’s with the ‘never touch me’ thing? If he was inappropriate or hurt you—”

“Calm down. It’s nothing like that.” Cate gasped as Mortez hugged Balthazar, Melchior, and Gaspar and then kissed them on both cheeks. “They have a close working relationship.”

Austin looked puzzled. “They’re her sons.”

“No!” Mortez’s sons had practically been living at her house for the last five years. Her powers of deduction sucked.

“This is your first and final warning.”

Cate jumped as a loud, nasal voice whined from somewhere overhead.

“All non-grommets must leave the holding area. Failure to comply will result in the lions eating well tonight. No exceptions.” People darted toward the exit.

Austin’s fingers curved around her shoulders, and he rested his forehead against hers. “The lions can be mean. Be alert.” He rubbed his scars. “You don’t want to end up with a permanent reminder of your GTs like me.”

She traced the marks down Austin’s face and neck. “Oh, my...” She was having trouble breathing. If the lions had gotten that close to an elite warrior like Austin, there was every chance she wouldn’t survive the GTs.

“Settle. I know you can do this. You’re fast and strong, and Rose is a kick-ass teacher.”

“Ten seconds!” came the same nasal voice as before.

Panic flared in Cate’s chest. The room was nearly empty now. She should tell Austin about Jonah erasing his memory, but she wanted him to leave before she collapsed in a puddle of fear. “Go, or they’ll feed you to the lions.”

Austin kissed her forehead and rested his chin on her hair. “Don’t die. I’d miss you.” He slapped her on the backside and jogged through the marble opening as an iron gate slid across it.

She wilted onto the floor. Her tears made little wet splotches on the dirt. Other grommets were limbering up and getting into their fighting zone. There was no one else crying, that was for sure. The grommets on either side of her spoke French and another unrecognisable language.

Mortez’s boys stood clustered together. They were dressed to fight in long-sleeved, tight-fitting black T-shirts and black cargo pants. All the other grommets looked like they’d been plucked from whatever they were doing and plonked in the room. Thankfully, she’d been sleeping in jeans and not teddy bear pyjamas when Naitanui turned up. She resisted the urge to poke her tongue out at the boys, whose eyes were fixed on her. Should she go over to them? Would they come to her?

“The weapons room is now open.” The nasal voice announced. A jaw-clenching reverberation sounded, and the ground shook, then an enormous portal opened on the wall behind her. “Grommets will be admitted alphabetically.”

“Perfect!” With a surname starting with Z she would be in the last group.

The nasal voice droned its way through the alphabet. There was a commotion at L when a slender boy with scraggly, shoulder-length hair shot fifty feet into the air and exploded, showering the grommets near the weapons entrance with sizzling chunks of flesh. “Cheating will not be tolerated,” the nasal voice announced. “The portal is now open to those with last names that actually start with L.”

A world that made people fight lions was always going to be brutal. She stared into space until someone prodded her thigh.

“Hey, ugly. You coming?” Balthazar offered a hand up. “They’re calling the zees.”

“You’re a zee?” Cate had never heard anyone call Balthazar by anything other than his first name.

He smiled. “There’re four of us today.” Gaspar and Melchior scooted through the portal.

“So the three of you are brothers?”

Balthazar rolled his eyes. “Didn’t the fact we’re named after the three wise men give you a hint?”

“No normal person would ever make that connection.” She turned Balthazar’s arm over and ran her gaze down his quantum indicators. The last number was 2017. This was Balthazar from the future. The lone number 2014 shone in blue ink on her arm.

“I apologise for the nondisclosure,” Balthazar said. “It was by order of Mortez.”

“Who I now find out is your mother.” Cate jogged to keep up with him as he strode toward the portal. She groaned at the near-bare walls. This was like being a day late to an end of year sale. A coiled rope sailed through the air toward her.

“Heads up!” Gaspar called.

The coarse plaited end flicked the side of her face as she grabbed the rope. She rubbed her stinging face and scowled at him.

“Toughen up!” Gaspar tossed a wicked looking silver dagger her way. She focused on the handle as it twirled through the air, resisting the urge to close her eyes at the moment her fingers grasped what she prayed wasn’t the blade. The absence of pain made her smile. The glow in her chest fizzled as Balthazar caught a knife in each hand.

“Do you guys have a plan? Should I have a plan? Should we make a plan?” she asked.

Melchior strode over with a bronze sword in each hand and a scary looking black, metal spiked ball wrapped around his waist. “Our plan is, don’t die.”

“You never were a detail man, Mel.” Cate pressed her hands hard against the top of her head. “What’s with the shaved heads?”

“A few weeks ago we got caught in a disgusting lice outbreak in Germany back in the year seventeen hundred and five on a mission involving the composer Bach. We had to shave our heads when we came back,” Melchior said.

Austin had been off on a mission concerning Bach when Cate left the Shack to start training. That seemed like months ago. Not weeks.

Gaspar ran a hand over his nearly bald head. “We got off lightly. The four most common diseases in the seventeen hundreds were smallpox, typhoid, scarlet fever, and dengue fever. They’re all fatal, so lice isn’t so bad.” 

Cate’s head itched at the mention of the bugs.

“I had hoped Austin would pick up smallpox. He looked disgustingly healthy strutting out of here, though.” Melchior wrinkled his nose in distaste. “Is your butt healed where the bullet hit you, Gaspar? Cate could probably do something for you.”

“Austin shot you in the butt?” Cate asked Gaspar.

“No, Mel shot me—”

“Accidentally—”

“Don’t get them started.” Balthazar’s eyes lit up. He raced to the wall and grabbed what looked like an enormous roll of duct tape.

“How come you three haven’t done the GTs before?” Cate asked.

“Only Naitanui demands his recruits complete them. Mortez makes it optional. We were waiting for a reason, and you’re it.” Balthazar ripped a length of tape and handed it to her.

“No pressure.” She copied the boys and wrapped the tape around her arms and legs. Her nerves stepped up a level. “Is the future me out there watching?”

“She can’t watch because you’re here. That would be an aura clash. She’s running a horrendous temperature, and will be until midnight our time. At midnight, the fever will break and she’ll remember everything that’s gone on with you in this alternate history, assuming you’re still alive.”

“What do you mean?”

“If you die, she dies.” Gaspar gave his scalp a vicious scratch and shuddered. “I can still feel them crawling around.”

The nasal voice was back. “Grommets proceed to the holding pen.” 

They shuffled into the holding pen with fifty other grommets, who all kept glancing at the boys.

“If I survive, I’m going to find the person who owns that voice and sew their lips together. It’s like nails down a blackboard on steroids.” Gaspar dug his elbow into Cate’s rib cage. “Stay behind us and we’ll get you to safe ground. Then you should wait until the stadium is secure. Understand?”

Common sense would have her agree, but not surprisingly, her pride got in the way. “That’s never going to happen.”

“Predictable.” Gaspar sighed with resignation. “Idiotic too.”

She took a deep breath, preparing to argue when a putrid smell burned her nostrils. It settled in the back of her throat making her gag. She tried to get away from the stench, but so many grommets were jammed into the small space that no matter how hard she pushed, no one moved. “That smells like dead...something.”

“Grommet probably,” Gaspar said.

A low rumble made the wooden rails surrounding the holding area shudder. Luminous yellow eyes flecked with brown peered through the gaps in the enclosure. The lions’ pale eyes floated along the fence as they padded the perimeter restlessly. They paused to sneer with frustration through the fence. Hot air smelling of rotting flesh wafted past her. The deafening roar that followed made Cate’s ears ring.

“That would be those pesky lions.” Cate chewed on her bottom lip. She had hoped they’d changed the format and the lions wouldn’t be here.

Gaspar nodded. “Yep.”

The girl to her left sobbed hysterically. An acidic smell cut through the stench of stale sweat and rotting flesh. Cate forced what she hoped was an encouraging smile onto her face and lowered her gaze. The source of the acidic smell became evident. The girl had urinated, and it was trickling along the dirt floor.

Cate peeled the damp hair off her neck. Rivulets of sweat trickled down her back. The boys were meditating. Panic and blind terror invaded her mind, rendering any attempt to tap into calm, fruitless. Regardless, she took a few deep breaths and was overcome by a coughing fit as all the putrid smells mingled in her nose.

Mel gave her a thumbs up as he adjusted the spiky metal ball tied around his waist and shook out his arms and legs. It was oddly comforting to see him loosening up the same as he did each day before training. His face was devoid of emotion as he focused on a spot directly ahead of him. With his brutally short hair, he bore a striking resemblance to Austin.

“Can you not stare at me like that?” Mel interrupted her thoughts, “it’s weirding me out.”

An enormous roar erupted in the arena. There was a bucket load of people watching.

“That’s the prematch entertainment finished. We’re up. Check your weapons.” Balthazar adjusted the curved broadsword on his hip. The jagged edge of a double-sided dagger glinted in the sun near his shoulder as he wrapped silver wire around each of his wrists.

The stone handles of the boning knives strapped to Cate’s legs were smooth and cold to the touch. She adjusted the thick, prickly rope slung across her shoulder away from the soft, leather pouch resting over her heart. Balthazar grabbed her hand and squeezed. She squeezed back. They stood silently, hands clasped. The heavy wooden gate groaned, shuddered, and slid open with a rush. “Is it too late to back out?” she whispered.

Balthazar’s eyes burned with the fierce intensity of a true warrior. “Pretty much.”
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Cate shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare as she and the other grommets surged into the stadium. Thunderous applause and a vociferous roar rolled around the arena. The stands were packed with thousands of hazy faces and muted colours. Something brushed past her head, ripping at her scalp. Her fingers came away warm and sticky, stained crimson. The grommet to her right smashed face first into the soil, an arrow protruding from his back. She slammed to the ground, flattening herself against the dirt floor.

The twang as arrows left their bows was followed by the wet, dull thunk as they found a target. Cate scrambled away from a lifeless body that collapsed across her legs and searched frantically for the source of the arrows.

Blindfolded Timesurfers lined the stone edge of the arena’s roof. The fletching feathers on the end of the arrow glinted over the curve of the archers’ bare shoulders. Black singlets pulled taut across their chests as they reloaded silver bows and fired with mechanical precision. An arrow grazed Cate’s arm. She scrambled over a motionless lion and ducked behind it. Multiple arrows protruded from its body. She pressed her cheek against its surprisingly soft belly. Blood seeped around the gaping holes in the grimy tan coat. It resembled a ghoulish Dalmatian.

Balthazar commando-crawled her way, gesturing frantically. Timesurfers, who lined the other side of the arena, catapulted flaming balls into the air. He threw his body across hers, and a blazing ball bounced off him and rolled onto the dirt.

The stench of burning flesh reached Cate’s nostrils. “You’re fireproof?”

He nodded.

She snatched an arrow from the air heading for Balthazar’s ear despite the smoke from the burning balls which made visibility poor. Cate closed her eyes and listened through the cacophony for the whine of arrows and sizzle of the fiery missiles. All that time training blindfolded with Jonah now had a purpose. She grabbed Balthazar’s shoulders and rolled the two of them to the left. An arrow landed exactly where their heads had been a second before.

“That was close.” Balthazar launched them both over the dead lion. A hail of arrows embedded in the ground where they had lain. They landed with a thud, followed by a solid crack as her head smashed into Balthazar’s nose. Warm, wet blood sprayed across her cheek.

“Not the thank you I was looking for,” he groaned.

“Sorry, sorry.” Smoke caught in the back of her throat as she put her fingers over his nose, which now had a definite lean to the right. “Be better, be better, be better.” In less than a second, his nose was perfect again.

She crawled to a grommet with an arrow protruding from his chest and grasped his hand. He thrashed and struggled to his feet. His eyes glowed violet as he scurried to the other end of the arena. “I think I just made another zombie,” she muttered. The crunch of bone shattering and fiery pain that tore through her leg signalled one of the flaming balls had struck her thigh while she’d been distracted.

“Hold still.” Balthazar pressed her hand on the charred flesh of her thigh. “Clear your mind and heal it.”

She howled some unladylike words at him. Black spots floated across her eyes and the noise around her dulled. Chills rippled through her body as ice crept through her veins. Her head slumped against the earth, now damp and tacky with blood.

“Don’t be such a wuss. It’s barely a flesh wound,” Balthazar yelled.

“Are you calling me a wuss and attempting to quote Monty Python?”

Balthazar grinned. “Yes indeed.” He touched his ear and pointed to the sky. “Hear that?”

It was silent. The arrows and fireballs had stopped.

For such a big oaf, Balthazar jumped nimbly to his feet. “Mend your leg because I have better things to do than protect your sizable butt all day. Let’s regroup. Preferably well away from the dead lion that the very-much-alive lions are coming to eat.”

She braced against the lion’s lifeless body and squirmed into a sitting position. The fiery pain in her thigh spiked each time she twisted. Shards of bone protruded from what looked like a mangled, raw steak. Shredded sinew and charred flesh had melted on her jeans. Her stomach heaved, and she leant away and vomited.

Balthazar held her hair back. “Gross. You never were good with blood. Put your hand on your leg and make it better.”

“B...b...b...better,” she stammered as tears welled in her eyes.

“There’s no crying at the Grommet Trials,” Gaspar snapped from over Balthazar’s shoulder. “Warriors don’t cry. Move away from that lion. I’ll do weapon recon.”

“I’ll go and investigate possible alliances.” Balthazar jogged toward the grommets at the far end of the arena.

The pain vanished from Cate’s leg and the mangled mess disappeared. Her clothes were no longer torn and the blood was gone. Battered grommets lay scattered around the arena. The dead were silent and glassy eyed. The pain and fear of their last moments would remain frozen on their faces forever. Pleas for help punctuated the tortured moans of those close to death. Shrieks of agony hung like a thick fog in the air. The distinctive smell of blood and raw meat reached Cate’s nostrils.

Two lions lay dead. Sinew and skin rained down as the three other lions tore the arms and a leg from the girl who had stood next to her in the holding pen. The lions flopped on the blood-soaked ground and the wet, squelching sounds of teeth chewing flesh mixed with the snapping and crunching of bones, turned her stomach. There were fourteen grommets left, including herself and the boys.

“The ‘don’t die’ plan is working a treat so far.” Mel placed his arm, now freckled with blood, on her shoulder and winced. His shirt was soaked crimson from a huge gouge down his side.

“I’ll try and mend your injury.” She sounded robotic and flat.

Mel winced as he lifted his arm. “It’s self-inflicted. I fell on the flail. That’s one sharp, pointy ball. It’s excellent for smacking lions with, though.” A wide grin spread across his face.

He might be enjoying this bloodshed a little too much. Cate’s fingers squelched against his bloodied shirt as she touched the spongy gash. Before she closed her eyes or even thought about it healing, the skin had mended and his black T-shirt was clean again.

Mel shuddered. “That freaks me out every time. Your ability to turn back time and delete a little pocket of history is awesome.”

“I can turn back time?”

Mel nodded.

That was why the blood always disappeared.

Gaspar zigzagged across the arena, his arms loaded with weapons collected from the dead grommets. The lions’ incandescent yellow eyes followed him as they continued to chew lazily, their muzzles and teeth coated crimson with blood.

Balthazar was back from speaking to the grommets huddled at the far end of the arena. “I can’t get the others on board. You’d think the fact Mortez is my mother would make them scared enough to do what I ask, but apparently not.”

Cate’s calf muscles had started to cramp, and her arms felt heavy. “We stand a better chance if we work together. Surely they see that?” Desperation made her voice crack.

“We’re the enemy,” Mel interjected. “They would throw us to those lions in an instant.”

“They don’t even know me,” Cate snapped. “I’m a lovely person!”

“They’ve all heard the whispers and rumours about Catherine. Even if they haven’t guessed who you are, you associating with us during the GTs makes you their enemy,” Mel said.

“Why would they have to guess who I am? Do I get a dramatic makeover or something?”

“We’ve kind of kept you hidden at the Maligo Order while you hone your skills. It should be no surprise that you aren’t the most popular person. Back in,” Balthazar called as Gaspar reached them. Putting their backs together gave them 360-degree visibility. “Mel, don’t take your eyes off those lions.”

Mel rolled his eyes. “They’re not doing anything. I’m not convinced they actually add any danger.”

Cate elbowed Mel hard in the ribs. “The addition of lions to anything exponentially increases the danger. It’s irrefutable.”

Gaspar divvied up the weapons. “Everyone gets a spear. There’s another knife and some throwing razor discs for you, Cate. Ouch!” He sucked his fingers. “They’re sharp. Watch them.”

She bit the inside of her cheek and deliberated how to take the discs from him without losing a finger. Gaspar’s hand was heading straight for her breasts. “Get your hands away from my—”

There was a series of metallic pings as the razor discs stuck to the silver strips of duct tape wrapped around her left arm. The tape Balthazar grabbed in the weapons room was magnetic. She stood sheepishly while Gaspar finished distributing arsenal.

“Okay. There are four of us and three lions.” Balthazar’s eyes remained glued to the terrifying animals.

Silence followed.

“And...” Cate prompted.

“I was giving a sit rep,” Balthazar said. “We need an entire army to help with what’s headed this way.”

She jumped as the boys whooped.

“You two collect the bodies, and I’ll finish off the injured,” Balthazar commanded.

There were about ten grommets clinging to life scattered around the arena. “No, don’t kill them. I can heal them.”

“There are two things wrong with that idea. With that many little pockets of time out of sync, everything might implode. You can only take so many bricks from a wall before it crumbles. The bigger problem is if you heal them, there will potentially be even more grommets who want us dead.” Balthazar twirled the double-edged sword in his hand. “I’ll make it as quick and painless as possible.”

Cate turned her head as Balthazar plunged a sword into one of the grommets. The grommet’s bloodcurdling cry ceased as abruptly as it started.

Mel patted her shoulder. “Breathe through it. He’ll be merciful.”

The boys worked at their gruesome task with the solemn resolve of warriors. Each time Balthazar plunged his sword into a body, the crowd roared. Mel and Gaspar dragged all the bodies to one area.

“Let’s get prepared,” Balthazar said.

“What exactly are we preparing for?” Cate asked.

“Any second now, fifty of the meanest criminals from the North Isle de Pantheon will drop out of the sky to fight for their lives. We need every dead body fighting.”

She reached over to touch the nearest corpse. “You just told me I couldn’t heal those grommets because some big wall was going to come crashing down.”

“You’re not healing them. You’re making zombies. I want you to wake these dead grommets up and order them to fight.”

Cate blinked a few times. Had she heard him correctly?
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“I want to see an army of sparkling zombies ASAP,” Balthazar growled.

Cate stared at the pile of bodies. “I can’t make a zombie army.”

“It’s exactly the same as when you brought Brittany back from the dead,” Balthazar said.

“That was one person, and I did it by accident.”

Mel pointed to the boy whose eyes had glowed violet when Cate touched his hand earlier. “What about that grommet over there? You made him into a zombie. Look at his eyes.”

“I‘ve seen you raise an entire graveyard of dead bodies,” Gaspar said.

“I don’t know how I turned him into a zombie, and it was Catherine who raised a graveyard of dead people! Not me!” Cate pulled frantically at her hair. “And even if I could do it, what’s to say they won’t all try to kill us?”

“Because when you make a zombie they have to do what you tell them!” Balthazar’s eyes widened as he looked at the sky.

“Make your own zombies,” Cate screamed.

“That’s your thing. No other Timesurfer has ever been able to raise the dead and control them. That’s what makes you special and more than a little creepy. You’re the perfect weapon of mass destruction. The number of dead things outweighs the number of living things exponentially.”

There it was! The reason the Timesurfers were so interested in her. She was the perfect weapon of mass destruction. There was no time to contemplate her discovery further.

“Here they come!” Mel shouted.

The sky was filled with black helicopters. Underneath them, criminals from the North Isle de Pantheon dangled from ropes. Cate pressed her hands to her ears in a futile attempt to block out the deafening roar from the rotor blades. Sand stung her face as the helicopters hovered close enough for their passengers to drop to the ground.

The lions were on their feet, sniffing the air. As the prisoners strode closer, she realised why the lions were so interested in them. Each had been doused with blood.

A man gave a ghoulish smile, pointed at her, and drew a line across his throat. He stalked forward, shoving other prisoners out of his path. He stopped to crack his knuckles. “You’re mine! Not so brave without pretty boy to help you, are you?”

As he charged forward, she was overcome by an unnerving sense of déjà vu. Her mind flashed to the fight at The Neon Posse with Jonah. It was gorilla guy. She darted out of his path and grabbed his wrist as he skidded past. With one foot lodged between his shoulder blades, she yanked hard. His shoulder gave a loud pop and hung loose. He howled with pain.

“Clearly, you learned nothing from our last meeting.” She twisted behind him and landed a spinning heel kick to his temple. He dropped to his knees, and she smashed her heel against the side of his head again. He collapsed, unconscious.

“Cate!” Two prisoners lay lifeless near Mel as he struggled with two more. “Make your zombies!”

Three prisoners boxed her in. “I’m a bit busy.” She grabbed a knife in each hand and balanced their cool marble handles against her shaking palm as she aimed directly for one prisoner’s heart. The knife wobbled through the air and fell short. “Oh, come on!”

She grabbed at the three jagged discs attached to the metallic tape on her arm and threw them one after another. Two prisoners clutched at their throats as blood spurted through their fingers. The third kept coming. Cate hit something soft and warm as she backed away. A low rumble vibrated through her body. She turned slowly to discover she’d backed into a lion!

At the exact moment the prisoner lurched forward, she lunged left. He missed her and tackled the lion head on. The lion pinned him to the ground, and with a single swipe of its paw, ripped a gaping hole in his chest. Blood sprayed through the air as the beast’s teeth tore open the man’s neck. Cate scrambled over a dead lion and placed her hands on one of the corpses the boys had collected. Nothing happened.

“You have to use your mind! There’s no time to run around and raise them individually,” Balthazar yelled.

Cate tried everything from yelling “abracadabra” to screaming the worst curse words she knew. The dead bodies stayed dead. Even the four she was touching with her hands and feet remained lifeless.

The prisoners had successfully targeted the group of grommets at the end of the arena. It was only a matter of time before they focused on Cate and the boys and then they’d be hopelessly outnumbered.

“I think my power’s broken,” she yelled to no one in particular.

“Now would be a great time to show some of that badass you’re always talking about,” Gaspar panted.

Cate screamed with frustration. Wake up and fight! Wake up and fight! Wake up and fight you mother f—

The ground trembled, and cracks feathered along the floor of the arena. A labyrinth of gaps opened. Steam exploded and hissed angrily before it dissipated above the pile of bodies. The stench of sulphur assaulted her nostrils, a prelude to the putrid smell of death and decay that followed. That didn’t happen when Brittany came back to life.

The crowd fell silent. Everyone in the arena stopped. The eerie hush that followed made Cate’s skin crawl. The corpses twitched and then struggled to their feet. No sign of their ripped clothes or mutilated bodies remained. You could pass these newly created zombies in the street and not give them a second look, unless you looked closely at their iridescent violet eyes.

She was pressed against the dead lion, contemplating her next move when, with a vicious twist of its body, the lion sprung to its feet. Cate slammed to the ground, and as she lifted her head, she came nose to nose with the beast. It stared down at her with gleaming violet eyes.

“Will you look at that?” Gaspar yelled. “She made a zombie lion.”

“They’re all useless if they aren’t fighting!” Balthazar called.

The remaining prisoners and grommets in the arena shuffled restlessly; their eyes darted nervously as they contemplated their next moves. A prisoner grabbed a spear from the ground and smashed it against Gaspar’s knees, sending him sprawling. He circled around preparing to strike again as Gaspar staggered to his feet. The arena crowd sprang to life as the fighting recommenced.

Cate scrambled to her feet. “Follow me,” she called to the zombies. Nothing happened. She growled under her breath. They only woke up when she spoke to them through her mind. Follow me! To her amazement they did. She pointed to the prisoner with the spear facing Gaspar. Attack him.

Her zombies swarmed over the prisoner, who, within minutes, lay lifeless on the ground. All heads turned to Cate. What had she done? In that instant, she had become everyone’s enemy. The boys raced toward her.

Balthazar grabbed her by the shirt and yanked the rope from over her shoulder. He dragged her toward the edge of the arena as he unwound the rope and threw it around a column. “Climb to the top. Move, move, move!”

She gripped each end of the rope and hauled herself up as she walked her feet up the column as fast as possible. The boys followed behind her, shoving her in their hurry. Gaspar cut the rope as he climbed to make it more difficult for the swarm of frantic prisoners to follow.

“Order the zombies to kill them all,” Balthazar ground out as he pushed her higher.

“What about the other grommets?” Cate scrambled to find her footing against the smooth column. The prisoners hurled daggers, spears, and anything else they could find from where they stood at the bottom of the column.

Mel swatted the flying weapons away. “Just do it now, Cate!”

Her zombies stood clustered around their victim; their chilling violet eyes focused on her and the boys. After a few seconds of indecision, they headed toward the column. One threw a jagged disc that carved into her bicep. She swung by one hand as Balthazar supported her.

“How come they’re attacking me?” Cate shrieked. “I bloody made them!”

“That’s the thing.” Balthazar heaved her back onto the column. He swatted away the knives and other objects the zombies were throwing in their direction. “Unless you’re controlling them, zombies continue on with what they were doing before they died. These guys were only dead for a few minutes, so they’re continuing with the GTs. The ones who’ve been dead for decades and then wake up tend to go insane because they can’t understand the world they’ve woken up to. Zombies always have to do whatever you say, though. Now is not the time to be magnanimous. It’s them or us.”

A flail similar to the one around Mel’s waist sailed past Cate’s ear. Kill everyone on the arena floor. Kill them all now! She commanded.

The zombies hunted in packs; impervious to injury, they fought like machines, sparing no one. The zombie lion ripped at the carcases of the other lions that now lay dead. Thunder rumbled and exploded overhead. The clouds rippled and shimmered. A gleaming, transparent film oozed across the sky, creating an enormous dome over the arena, sealing it away from the rest of the world. The violet gleam in the zombies’ eyes faded, and they crumpled to the ground, lifeless once again.

“What just happened?” Cate’s arms were like pieces of chewed string from straining against the rope. Her palms and fingers were red and raw. “Do they normally collapse like that?”

Balthazar pointed at the dome. “All the prisoners must be dead. That’s a ward which blocks magic so no one can use their powers for this last test. It puts everyone on an even par for the hand-to-hand combat.” He dropped to the dirt and kicked dead bodies out the way. “Jump!”

Cate hadn’t taken any notice when she scaled up the column. She had even been thankful when it was high enough to protect against the majority of sharp objects hurled her way. Now, it looked like a damn long way down.

Balthazar rolled his eyes. “This you’re contemplating? After everything we’ve done? Jump, girl.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and sprang into the air. He steadied her as her knees sagged. An intense chill seeped deep into her bones as she surveyed the myriad of lifeless bodies. I did that.

“Hold it together a little longer. You’re nearly there.”
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Balthazar half-pulled, half-dragged Cate’s numb body beside him. “We have to wait in the holding pen while all the corpses are collected.”

“Things would have been a whole lot easier if Cate had simply compelled everyone not to fight,” Mel panted as they hustled to the holding pen.

“You suggest that now!” Cate hissed.

Balthazar shook his head. “I considered that. It wasn’t an option. The GTs opened the annual blood sports for centuries. There has to be blood. Everyone sitting around doing nothing would have been unacceptable. Even compelling all the Timesurfers to fight with us against the prisoners wouldn’t have worked. You can’t have too many grommets survive the GTs.”

The door of the holding pen rumbled shut. Cate slid to the floor while the boys leant against the railings. A dead calm settled over her, smothering the self-loathing slithering through her brain. “I murdered all those people.”

Balthazar dropped to his knees and gripped her shoulders firmly. “The GTs are about whether you can and will kill. All the rest is window dressing. A true warrior is prepared to die for his or her cause. More importantly, they’re prepared to kill for it.”

The enormity of what a Timesurfer had to do settled heavily on her chest. “Do you guys have a bumper sticker with that printed on it or something? You’ve said pretty much exactly what Rose said about the GTs.”

Balthazar smiled. “It’s a relatively standard spiel.”

“Have you ever killed anyone?” Cate asked.

Each boy nodded.

Gaspar shrugged. “It’s not like you haven’t, Cate. Look at that loser, Zach. I mean I know he shouldn’t have attacked you, and it was self-defence and all, but he still ended up dead by your hand.”

Surely Cate hadn’t heard that right. “What did you say I did to Zach?”

The boys looked confused.

Mel grimaced. “Uh oh. That didn’t happen in your altered time line, did it?”

Numbness settled over Cate. “You’re saying that in your time line I killed Zach?”

Mel nodded. “But it was completely justified, and an accident if that makes you feel any better.”

It didn’t. Cate’s chest tightened and she struggled to get a full breath. The realisation she was a killer and chose Mortez made her gasp. It was like she didn’t know herself at all. “Don’t touch me.” She motioned Mel to stay away.

Jonah and Austin had both told her that the magic wouldn’t let them tell her anything about her future. “Why can you tell me about my future, when the magic has stopped everyone else?” If that magical brain chip story had been a load of rubbish, it was highly probable she would be adding them to the list of people she had killed.

Gaspar pointed at the glistening dome which encased the arena. “That blocks the magic. I could tell you anything you want to know about your future. Well, the future you had before the debacle at the bus stop. We haven’t had a midnight reset in our time since then, so who knows how it’s all going to play out now.”

Cate chewed on her nail. “So you boys don’t know who kidnapped Xavier? Whether it was Mortez or Elias?”

Mel shook his head. “I don’t know who kidnapped your brother, but I do know that it happened in the altered and unaltered time line. Mortez wouldn’t hurt Xavier.”

So Cate’s drama with the Timesurfers wasn’t the reason Xavier was taken. “Look, I know she’s your mother, but I’m pretty sure she’ll hurt anyone to get what she wants. You might get a free pass because you’re her sons. Have I found Xavier in the future?”

“Not yet. But you’ve been looking. We’ve all been looking, Mortez included.”

“Well, I’m going to fix that. Expect to wake up to a reset that shows I’ve found Xavier and he’s safe with Mum and me.” The metallic tape on her arm glowed and vanished. The sword strapped to Balthazar’s back and Gaspar’s bow and arrow also disappeared and then a large fluorescent orange number one appeared on her shirt. The numbers two, three, and four respectively appeared on the boys’ shirts.

“There’re no weapons allowed for this part. It’s hand-to-hand combat.” Mel shoved Gaspar. “You grabbed a bow and arrow before you climbed that column. Only an idiot grabs a weapon that requires two hands to operate before they climb something they need to use at least one hand to hold onto at all times.”

Gaspar shoved Mel back. “Don’t call me an idiot! You’re the one who shot me in the butt.”

Cate rubbed the heel of her hand into her eye. She couldn’t give up now. This wasn’t about whether she wanted to be a Timesurfer or not. It was about finding Xavier. She’d wanted plenty of things, but finding her brother was something she needed to do. “Shut up. I won’t kill any more people. We just have to fight now, yeah?”

“It’s not a we thing.” Balthazar peered through the railings. “I think the arena is clear of bodies. We get ten opponents each. We spar with them one at a time, for one-minute intervals and they rotate through three times.”

Cate’s heart sank. Thirty minutes of continuous, one-on-one sparring was going to hurt.

“Try and break as many bones as possible or knock them out. That way you get more of a rest between attackers. You’ll get Austin, Cate. Mortez chooses him to fight at every GT.” Mel stretched his arms above his head and began to limber up.

“Why will I get him?” Cate asked.

“Family can’t fight against family in the hand-to-hand combat round, which sucks because I’d love to go a few rounds with him.” Balthazar and Gaspar nodded their agreement with Mel.

“How are you related to Austin?”

Mel gave her a puzzled look. “He’s our half-brother.”

“What!” Cate thought that through. “So you have the same father?” The doors to the holding pen rocketed open. The boys jumped around for a few seconds to loosen up. The ground trembled as the crowd roared.

“Let’s do this.” Balthazar marched through the gate with Mel and Gaspar close behind.

She hurried to catch them.

The arena was bare except for the four enormous circles marked on the ground. Ropes hung from the top of the perimeter wall to the dirt floor. Timesurfers dressed in the same black singlets and jeans as those who fired the arrows earlier were grouped around the ropes on the roof. Fluorescent yellow numbers emblazoned on their fronts and backs. Cate surmised that the group with the number one marked on their singlets must be her opponents.

Cate made her way to the circle marked with the number one as the Timesurfers climbed down the ropes. Rafe was at the start of her line and Austin at the end. The tall Asian guy in front of Austin held her gaze for a moment, openly curious. She breathed a silent prayer that there was no Rose or Jonah in the group. They had made her spar for hours every day these last few weeks. Toward the end, she wasn’t hitting them, but they weren’t hitting her as much either. If she could handle them, she could handle anyone.

“Koombi!” A loud voice reverberated around the arena. Everyone snapped to attention. “Shi Jak!”

Rafe approached hesitantly. “This is going to be like fighting blindfolded.”

Cate blocked his punches easily and was surprised when he left his entire right side wide open to attack. He was struggling because he was used to reading people’s minds to anticipate their moves when he fought. The dome had robbed him of that as well as his super strength.

The three boys each stood calmly near an unconscious body.

“I’m sorry, Rafe.” Her jumping sidekick to the temple knocked him out before he hit the ground. Mel gave her two thumbs up, and the Timesurfers in her queue clapped and whooped.

A girl, the same height as Cate, approached quickly. “It’s the legendary Catherine! I see you were showing off your freak skills this afternoon.”

Three kicks to Cate’s chest in quick succession made her stagger and gasp for breath. She managed to scrap her way through the rest of the minute.

“You’re nothing special.” The girl clipped Cate’s ear with her hand. “Keep your guard up or next time that’ll be my foot and it’ll be lights out for you, Catherine.”

After what seemed like much more than eight minutes of being punched and kicked on every inch of her body, the tall Asian boy stood in front of her. “So you’re Austin’s infamous Cate! I’m Godfrey.” He punched straight at her head.

She stumbled back as Godfrey struck out again. She blocked two kicks, but the third made a solid thwack against her ribs. The air left her lungs in a loud rush. His next punch grazed her temple. Panic set in. This guy could kill her. She stayed as far out of his reach as she could for the rest of the allocated minute.

“Keep your guard up or you’ll get pummelled,” Austin cautioned as he approached.

She struggled to put her arms up. Her fists were like bricks dangling on a string. Austin’s fist slammed into her side, and his foot smashed into the same spot. She gave an angry shout and dodged the foot aimed at her head. Austin certainly wasn’t pulling his punches. She visualised all the crosses Rose had painted on Jonah and went after them one at a time. She didn’t make contact, but Austin only got through her guard and smacked her twice.

“You’ve got this!” he called as he backed away.

With no Rafe to fight, she had a minute’s reprieve. Doubled over, hands on knees, she sucked in a few deep breaths. If she had to go two more rounds with Austin and Godfrey, she needed more recovery time.

The girl was quick to strike but slow to get back and protect herself. After each attack, Cate pounced and landed a kick to her upper body. She didn’t knock her out but did get through the minute unscathed. Her next few opponents were easier. She tore one’s shoulder, broke another’s leg with a monster elbow strike and knocked out four others.

When Godfrey charged in, it took all her efforts just to block the punches and kicks he rained down on her. “I thought you’d be more impressive,” he said when his minute ended.

She gave him her best basilisk stare. “I don’t care one bit what you think.”

Austin floated in. He punched and kicked her relentlessly. For every attack she managed to block, he made contact with three others.

She hung back, contemplating her next move.

“Attack me! Stop cowering. Show some fire,” Austin yelled.

She fended off another head high kick. “I’m trying.”

“They’ll fail you if they think someone took it easy on you.”

She hadn’t known that, and she certainly wasn’t ever going through this again. Her knife hand strike to Austin’s shoulder found its target. She punched hard up and under into his stomach. He twisted away at the last second. He was slippery like Rose and Jonah, but even faster.

“Far more convincing that time, Beautiful.” He wasn’t even breathing hard.

Cate sagged at the knees. She had a minute before the chatty girl came at her again, and then six minutes until Godfrey and Austin got their last shot. Three minutes of sparring and it would be over. When the girl approached, Cate dodged in, punched her hard in the ribs, twisted behind her, and whacked her temple with her heel. “That’s lights out for you, sweetheart!”

She only had to survive two more minutes. Austin and Godfrey both looked irritatingly carefree about the situation. She paced and waited. When they came at her together, she rushed backwards.

“It’s all in now!” Godfrey called as he and Austin fanned out around her. Godfrey ducked in and dealt a fierce blow to her kidney. Austin smashed her from the other side. Cate’s internal organs shook from the impact of the blows. She fought as hard as her depleted arms and legs would let her. When it ended, she slowly crumpled to her knees.

Hands reached under her armpits and fingers dug into her side as someone lifted and hugged her.

“You did it, Beautiful,” Austin breathed.

“I did it.” She couldn’t open her eyes, and had no energy to even smile.
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The nape of Cate’s neck pressed against a cold, hard surface. Water pounded nearby, and the smell of citrus invaded her head. The shower to her left and light above her indicated she was lying on a bathroom floor.

Rose tugged at the bottom of Cate’s shirt. “Arms up.”

“I can do it.” Cate struggled to sit up and pain sliced through her bicep. She’d been oblivious to the slash from the razor disc while she sparred, but now it throbbed and oozed blood. She peeled her shirt off, and a chill rippled across her bare back as it brushed the icy bathroom tiles.

Rose twiddled the cold-water tap a few times and checked the temperature of the water. “The shower’s ready. I’ll be back to check on you. You did well today.”

The bathroom door shut with the same thunk the arrows had made when they hit a body. Cate wriggled out of her jeans and crawled into the shower, gritting her teeth as fiery needles of pain rained across her shoulders. Her head made a dull thud against the shower wall as red-tinged water swirled toward the drain.

Uncontrollable sobs battered her spine as they wrenched their way along her throat. A plethora of people died today at the hands of her zombies. There was nothing shiny and bright in her future. It was full of grimy, vile acts. She scrunched into a tight ball and cried. The self-loathing in her grew with every gut-wrenching sob. Her reprehensible actions at the GTs proved she was despicable to the core. Now, on top of that, she’d been told there was a time line in which she’d killed Zach. The water stopped and someone heaved her off the floor.

“If you drip on me, I won’t be responsible for my actions.” Rose wrapped Cate in a fluffy yellow towel and manhandled her to the bed. She was wearing a strapless floor-length black gown with a diamond choker around her neck.

When Rose turned, Cate gasped. Strands and strands of glittering diamonds were draped like a giant spider web over her bare back. “What are you all dressed up for?”

“I’m going to the GTs ball. You’re required at the GTs toga party with all the other under twenty-five-year-old riffraff.” Rose threw a white sheet at Cate. “Put that on but first heal your arm so you don’t bleed on it.”

Cate buried her head in the sheet. “I’m a despicable person. I refuse to heal myself. I deserve to live with the pain.”

“Have it your way.”

A cold, sharp sting worked its way along Cate’s arm and the smell of antiseptic burned in her nostrils. Rose pressed her hand against a cloth on her bicep as she rummaged through a tray of bandages. She pressed strips of flesh-coloured tape across the cut on Cate’s arm. “Put your toga on.”

“No.” Cate sounded robotic. All her humanity had seeped out with her tears. She was physically and emotionally drained. “I want to wallow in self-pity and despise myself for a few hours, possibly with some ice cream. Then I’ll shake it all off and find Xavier.”

Rose handed Cate a glass filled with black sludge. It smelled of liquorice and had the consistency of lumpy mud. “It’s a vitalising tonic. It tastes better than it looks.”

Cate took a tentative sip and gagged at the sweet, slimy texture. “Gross!”

“But not as gross as it looks.” Rose gave her a wry smile. “Drink it all and you’ll feel better.

“There’s no way a drink is going to make me feel any better. No one can understand how I feel.”

Rose pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and fingers and exhaled slowly. “I understand how you’re feeling.”

A harsh laugh escaped Cate. “You know what it’s like to be so filled with self-loathing that you want to rip out your heart and watch it beat for the last time?”

“I know exactly what it’s like to be too repulsed to look in the mirror and to be desperate to die but too spineless to do it yourself.”

“I seriously doubt that.” 

Rose smoothed an imaginary crease from her dress and wiped droplets of sweat from her upper lip “You know nothing about me and my life.”

“I know plenty of people like you.”

“No, you don’t. Let me tell you a little about me.” Rose sat on the bed next to Cate and folded her hands in her lap.

A talk with Rose, about Rose. A poke in the eye with a stick would be more appealing.

“Drink,” Rose commanded.

Cate held her nose and drained the glass, then flopped back onto the bed as she struggled to keep the sludge down. Even her bones were exhausted.

“I was a professional party girl, back in the day—a consort. You call them hookers or prostitutes.”

Cate looked at Rose. “Are you sure that’s what you mean?”

Rose nodded.

“So you, umm...”

“I think we’re both clear on what a prostitute does.”

“But you weren’t always...umm...in that line of work?”

“No.” Rose frowned. “My mother died during childbirth. She had chosen the name Anna for me before she died. Father always called me by my second name, Rose. It was only the two of us for a few years before he remarried. It was fun having sisters and brothers, and his new wife was so kind. She loved me because she loved Father.”

“What did your dad do for a living?”

“He designed ships, which other people built. On Tuesday, a week before my thirteenth birthday, Father didn’t come home. The constabulary arrived on our doorstep and delivered the news that he’d been murdered for the money in his wallet. My stepmother tried to make ends meet—but there was no money for anything. What furniture we didn’t sell, we burned for heat.”

Cate had never pegged Rose for someone who wanted for anything. Let alone food and heat.

“The night before the bank was due to evict us, an unsavoury man called Leonardo offered to buy me from my stepmother.”

“Did you say ‘buy you’?”

Rose’s face was devoid of expression. “Yes, you heard correctly.”

“To marry you?”

“If Leonardo wanted to marry me, he would have offered my mother a dowry. I was a business acquisition.”

She must have looked blank because Rose lifted her shimmering curtain of black hair and parted the diamonds draped across her back. Red welts started on her neck, continued down her spine and under her dress. “He gave me these.”

“What are they?”

“He paid for a whore he could rent to his friends by the hour.”

Cate stifled a gasp with her hand.

“He branded me with the initials of anyone prepared to pay that little bit extra.”

“I’m so sorry you had to go through something like that.” Cate couldn’t imagine the horror Rose experienced at the hands of that monster.

“I’m not. My actions ensured my family was secure. It will always be a part of me. Every day I choose not to forget, I grow stronger. Decent people do dreadful things every day. How they deal with the consequences is the true test of character. Naitanui allowed me to use his cubes to see how that despicable piece of dirt ended up. Leonardo got what was coming to him. He was one of the first victims of the cholera epidemic in London during eighteen hundred and thirty-one. Karma can be a complete bitch. It’s decision time for you.”

“You did what you had to for your family, and you weren’t killing people. My soul is blacker than that gunk you had me drink. I cavort with the undead. The boys said that I killed Zach, or I should have killed Zach...I’m sure you know what I’m trying to say.”

Rose sighed. “Zach deserved everything he got in that time line. I would happily knock him off again for you if it was guaranteed to realign things. Leonardo made me sleep with men. He could have made me murder children and collect their hair to sell to the wig makers. I still would have done it. When you’re fighting for your life, or your family’s life, you do what you have to. You fought for your life today with all the resources at your disposal. You create and command the undead. There’s no cavorting with them that I’m aware of.”

Cate grabbed Rose’s hand. “You know what I’m going to become. Can you honestly say the world wouldn’t be better without me?”

“No, it wouldn’t.” Rose stood and picked up the toga sheet. “Heroes only exist because there is evil. Hope only exists because there is despair. Theirs is a symbiotic relationship. One can’t exist without the other. You’re also special to Jonah and his only chance at any kind of real happiness. That’s more important to me than you will ever know.” Rose bunched the sheet and fastened it at Cate’s shoulder with a broach made from an emerald jewel the size of an egg. She wrapped a belt made from a row of the same emerald stones around Cate’s waist.

“Imagine if these were real?” Cate stroked the green stones.

“They are.”

Cate opened her mouth but was unable to form words.

“They’re yours now. Put these on.” Rose dangled a sparkling green Converse sneaker from each hand. “There will be glass everywhere at the end of the night.”

“How did they become mine?” Cate’s hands trembled as she laced the sneakers.

“The trainer of every successful grommet selects a gift for their trainee from jewels which have been collected over centuries from ancient civilisations. These emeralds came from the Incas.”

“You chose these for me?”

“Yes.” Rose crinkled her nose in disgust as she held out Cate’s rainbow hair extensions to better dry them with the hairdryer. “I was your trainer so it was my responsibility.”

“Thank you.”

Rose nodded.

Cate stared at herself in the mirror. The black sludge had put a flush on her cheeks. “I overheard you and Jonah talking about erasing Austin’s memory of Catherine the other night.”

Rose’s gaze remained steady. “All memories fade. Good and bad. I stand by what I did.”

“I know how you did it. You had Austin, Naitanui and Jonah pose for a photo together. When Jonah put his arm around Naitanui for you to take the photo, he accessed his power to erase memories.”

“Do you have a point?”

“Someone else might tell Austin about him and Catherine?”

“No one else knew about it.”

That wasn’t true. Godfrey knew. When they were fighting, he had said she was Austin’s Cate. “What if I tell him?”

“You won’t.” Rose wiped a hand under her eye to clear a smudge of makeup and fanned her face. “It’s getting warm in here. Sometimes we protect our loved ones by keeping secrets from them, even leaving them. We endure the immeasurable pain of these actions every day because we love them.” Rose ushered her into the hallway.

Cate’s next step etched itself clear and bold in her mind. Her heart glowed warmly at the sight of Austin sauntering toward her. With his toga wrapped low over his hips and draped across his chest and shoulder, there was a significant amount of skin over smooth muscle on display. Only he could wear a toga with that much swagger.

Rose’s hot breath washed over Cate’s neck. “If you do anything to hurt my son, I’ll hunt you down, and kill you slowly with a thousand cuts from a poisonous knife.”

Austin was deep in thought, head down and eyes focused on the ground. When he looked up, he grinned. “Wow, Mum, you look great.” His eyes glittered with happiness as he twirled Rose, whose cheeks were flushed red.

Rose frowned. “You’re hot, Austin.”

Austin gave her a quizzical look. “That’s not at all creepy. But thanks, I think.”

“Not hot to look at. Hot to touch.” Rose pressed her hand against his forehead.

“I’m fine! Are you meeting Jonah?”

“I’ll see you later.” The thick rug muffled the click of Rose’s heels as she hurried away.

“That’s a yes.” Austin grabbed Cate’s waist and spun her around. “You look amazing.” 

She blinked a few times. “You did see what happened in the arena?”

“You were phenomenal!” Austin threw a nonchalant arm around her shoulder and shepherded her along the brightly lit corridor. Heat radiated from him. He did feel hotter than normal. The glow from the lamps resting on pedestal tables highlighted their shadows gliding along the limestone wall.

No one seemed the least bit fazed about her creating zombies. If anything, Austin was more relaxed than ever. He was always comfortable in his own skin, but there was a buoyancy about him tonight. “So you weren’t surprised?” Cate prodded.

Austin gave a bright grin. “Nope.”

“How about repulsed or scared?”

“Pu-leese! Not much scares me. I’m relieved if anything.”

He did seem relieved. “Why?”

“Everyone likes the idea of my world. Travelling through time, the magic, and being a badass. Very few people can actually stomach the reality of it. You’ve proven you can, and I’m psyched!” Austin’s eyes shone with excitement.

“But—”

“Let yourself enjoy tonight. It’s a few hours. All the other rubbish will still be there after.”

“I have one question for you and then I promise to be fun-filled Cate all night.”

“Ask away.”

“When the dome came down to mask the magic for the hand-to-hand combat, the boys could talk about my future. There was no magic stopping them. Mel said that in an unaltered time line I would have killed Zach by now, but because the time lines have been altered somehow it didn’t happen when it should have.”

Austin shuffled and rolled his eyes. “Let it go, Cate. I can’t tell you anything about your future. I will say that nothing you have done, or will do, changes the fact that kissing you is one of my favourite things to do.”

“But—”

“Stop! Let it go. You’ve asked your one question and I answered. It’s time for you to hold up your end of the bargain. Is fun-filled Cate ready to show herself?”
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Cate shoved the dark thoughts to the corner of her mind, determined not to let them consume her until after the party. As they headed along a balcony, the uneven stone floor pulsed under her feet. The thud of music hinted at the party on the other side of the doors directly ahead.

Austin strode past a lengthy queue of people.

Cate grabbed at his arm. “Ah, should we wait at the end? I’m not up for a ‘you pushed in’ fight.”

“It’s a perk of being a successful grommet; no waiting in line.”

A wall of sound crashed over her when Austin ushered her through the wooden doors. Glitter exploded from iron tanks hanging from the ceiling. It floated through the air and settled over the mass of toga-wearing figures writhing on the dance floor. The darkness and smoke-filled air created near complete anonymity.

Austin pulled her close and pointed left. Rafe wore a gold leaf Caesar crown and an obscene amount of glitter with his lime green toga. “He’s wearing a leopard print G-string under that.” Austin shook his head and rolled his eyes. “It’s the same each time. After a few drinks, he flashes everyone.”

Cate had thought Rafe would be a great dancer. Instead, he looked to be having an epileptic fit interspersed with some complex yoga moves. “Isn’t that Godfrey from this afternoon?”

“Yep, that’s Godlike Godfrey. He hates if you call him that.” Austin threw his head back and laughed. “We did our GTs together. He’s my go-to man when I want to actually go surfing in the ocean.”

Godfrey was pretty easy on the eyes.

Austin cupped his ear with his hand. “I hear them playing my favourite song! Let’s boogie.”

There was dirty dancing going on everywhere. Austin pulled Cate close. Rhythm oozed through him, as his body responded effortlessly to the music. A look of freedom filled his face as he moved with his eyes closed. She took a mental picture and relaxed into him. They fit perfectly together.

The girl behind Austin whipped her hair like a weapon. If Cate tried that, she’d either break her neck or end up on the ground a dizzy, disoriented mess. She closed her eyes and let herself feel the music. Nothing much happened.

Someone grabbed her hips from behind and started to grind against her. Austin opened an eye and swung her away from the perpetrator. Cate peered around Austin to see Rafe. Completely devoid of shame, he moved on to gyrate against his next target. She envied that he could let go so completely with no fear. He caught her staring and smiled.

Rafe shimmied around and slid in behind her, grabbed her hands, and wrapped them around his neck. He forced her body to follow him as he moved. “Be sexy and free!” he yelled near her ear and then twirled her around to face him. She giggled at his renewed efforts to make her follow his outrageous moves. “Try a sexy face,” he pouted. “Always helps me!”

In the second she looked up at the water misting from the black rubber tubing crisscrossing the ceiling, Rafe disappeared. Her heart squeezed out a few extra beats as she searched for Austin through the unfamiliar faces dancing in a trancelike state. She blinked, concentrating on the dark-haired boy on the other side of the room. Had his eyes flashed violet? Panic gripped her heart and squeezed. Violet eyes flashed back at her from every face she checked. She blinked and looked again. No violet eyes anywhere this time.

Godfrey had become the meat in a hot dance sandwich, but his gaze was fixed on her. “Are you okay?” he shouted.

Cate nodded and shouldered her way through the crowd, suddenly desperate for fresh air. She pushed open the wooden doors and gulped the cool night air that rushed against her as she stepped outside.

“Cate!” Austin, who was a step behind her, closed the doors, dulling the deafening noise. His cheeks flushed red.

She hurried to the edge of the balcony. “I needed a moment. You didn’t see any violet-eyed zombies in there, did you?” Her voice trembled.

He smiled that outrageously potent smile that scrambled her brains and made her heart threaten to explode through her chest. “No.”

“Great, there are no zombies. Not so great, I’m seeing things.”

He slid both hands around her waist and nestled his chin on her shoulder. “It’s been a big day. You’re safe with me. This is a guaranteed zombie-free zone.”

She relaxed back into him. An involuntary sigh escaped Cate as Austin lifted her hair and kissed the back of her neck. He was like that lost piece of a puzzle you find under the table that suddenly makes everything fall into place and make sense.

“Let’s go in here.” The room he’d tugged her into was opulent. Enormous tapestries hung along three walls. Her fingers brushed the heavy black velvet curtains fastened with silver tassels. The starless night sky was visible through a massive circular window.

Austin cupped her face in his hands, and Cate swayed toward him. His lips brushed hers, sending shivers rippling along her skin. He pressed his face against her chest, his breath hot as he kissed the base of her neck. “You make my world beautiful.”

Cate traced the scars down his cheek, and brushed his lips with a thumb, then she hugged him fiercely and squeezed her eyes shut. “I have to find Xavier by myself. I don’t want you to come with me.”

Austin pulled away and wiped droplets of sweat from his forehead. “Why?”

The anguish on his face sliced through Cate’s heart. Choosing between her family and Austin was excruciating, but she knew she was doing the right thing. “Naitanui and Mortez can track you. I have to find Xavier and then keep him and Mum safe.”

“They can track you too.”

“Yes, but there’s less chance of them finding just me. If we travel together, it’ll make it easier for them to spot us.” Her argument sounded feeble even to her own ears.

Austin’s eyes burned with an intensity she hadn’t seen before. “Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think you can find him by yourself. You think Elias took him, which is based on no substantial evidence. It could have been any Timesurfer. Let me help you.”

“I can find him and I will. You have this great life. I won’t be the one who messes that up for you. I don’t want you to end up despising me.” She didn’t want the two of them to end up like Rose and Jonah. Their love destroyed them a little more every day.

He ran his hands through his hair in frustration. “I want you in my life, Cate.”

“Keeping my family safe has to come first. There’s so much more to this than how I feel about you. No matter how much I want to be with you, it can’t happen. I don’t want anyone to be able to use my powers as a weapon. I don’t want to be part of this world.”

Fireworks exploded in the sky. Perfectly framed by the round window, they looked like tears rolling down a cheek.

“I’m disappointed, but I won’t beg.”

The disdain and sadness in Austin’s tone pierced her chest like a dagger. “Can you please take me to Naitanui?”

His fingers were hot and slick against her arm. “Naitanui!”
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Austin released Cate the instant they arrived at the Break. Beads of sweat rolled down his back as he walked away without a backwards glance. Guilt twinged in her chest with each step he took away from her, but this was what had to happen, regardless of how unsavoury she found it.

Naitanui appeared in the chair at the head of the glistening black marble table. He wore a white dinner jacket with a black silk shirt and tie. “You’re calling an early end to the celebrations.” He tugged his diamond cufflinks and motioned for her to sit.

She settled in the chair at the opposite end of the table. “I’m ready to find my brother.” Her voice was flat.

He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I can’t help you with that yet.”

“You said you’d help me find my brother if I competed in the GTs.” Hysteria bubbled through her chest, raising her voice an octave.

“When the time is right, I will.” Naitanui’s unemotional eyes narrowed, seemingly waiting for her to piece together the puzzle of the last few weeks. For a long moment, silence bounced off every undulating crevice of the Break.

“You never wanted me. You wanted her. When future Cate wakes up and remembers all this, you want her to come to you. That’s the only way to keep your precious history untainted,” Cate said bitterly.

“I was clear from the outset I protect history, good and bad. I was only ever going to deal with the Catherine in my present.”

He had been crystal clear about that. She dropped her forehead against the marble table, deflated like a balloon stuck by a needle. “You used me to get to her.”

“I will lower the magic wards which prevent unauthorised access to the Break by any Maligo Order members at twelve minutes after midnight tomorrow for two minutes only. If you want me to help find your brother, you’ll come to me then, alone.” Naitanui handed her a piece of paper which read: 12:12 a.m. Tuesday 17th January 2017.

He wanted her to wait three years before he’d help find Xavier. This was going horribly wrong. “If I choose to do this, how do I travel to the Break?”

“Just call my name and the magic will do the rest.”

“I want to go home.”

Naitanui nodded. “Enjoy your first solo trip. I hope you have a happy nineteenth birthday tomorrow if I don’t see you.”
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The twilight shadows shimmered as Rose materialised and strode with a fierce grace toward the house. Jonah smiled from behind the bare jacaranda tree. She was right on time. The curtains of Cate’s bedroom window were drawn. Since the GTs, Cate had made the job of surveilling her as difficult as possible. Neither Rose nor Cate had taken the news well that Naitanui required her to wait three years to find her brother.

Jonah jogged across the manicured lawn.

Rose was all business. “Did you deal with Pip?”

“Pip is napping peacefully courtesy of a caramel latte laced with sleeping powder from yours truly.” Sweat trickled down Jonah’s back. His fever started at the GTs ball. Whatever was going down in this altered time line now impacted him, Mortez, the boys, Rose, Austin, and of course, Catherine. This was the last roll of the dice. He would return from this trip just minutes before the midnight reset, after which, everyone’s temperatures would vanish and the altered time line would be revealed. That altered time line would become the new reality for everyone in 2017.

“This is risky, Jonah. If Mortez discovers we’ve collaborated to have Cate murder Zach, she’ll hurt you, regardless of the fact it’s the best thing for her. The guilt and self-loathing Cate will experience after she kills Zach should set her on the correct path.”

He dabbed the sweat on his forehead with his shirt. “You mean the path she chose the first time?”

Rose wiped droplets of sweat from her top lip. “Yes, the correct path. The one she’ll have to learn to live with. You’re running a temperature and so is Austin. I can’t believe that little teenage troll is even making my temperature spike. That’s proof this alternate time line where she doesn’t kill Zach affects us all. Regardless, everyone should live with their choices, good and bad. Magic shouldn’t be used frivolously by anyone for personal gain. I don’t care who they are.”

“I’m well aware of what you think, Rose. I’m only doing this because it’s what Catherine wants. You have to admire her for not making the easy choice.”

“I most certainly do not. She’d rather live with the life she knows as opposed to one she doesn’t. There’s nothing difficult or brave about that. How did you convince Zach that he was going to be murdered? It’s worked like a charm so far.”

Jonah ran a hand through his damp hair. “He thinks he overheard Cate and Eve hatching a plot to have Brittany murder him with his super-duper hearing. It was a recording I cobbled together on a mobile phone and played to myself in the backyard.”

Rose sighed. “The young are so easily fooled. Zach’s so full of his own self-importance he wanted to believe those two would collude to kill him. After he had overheard your recording, he texted Brittany to come and visit him. When he opened the door, he killed her without so much as a hello. She’s dead, again. Zach is convinced the threat against his life is real and he’s headed here to deal with Cate. I’ve sent someone to keep an eye on Eve just in case he changes his mind on the way.”

“Be vigilant. He’ll try to kill Cate at the first opportunity.”

She dragged her hands down her face. “Never have I been so tempted not to save someone’s life. But I’ll do my duty. Like I always do.”

“How’s Austin?”

Rose lifted her damp black hair off her neck. “Hot, literally. His temperature has continued to climb since the GTs.”

Jonah brushed at the last few strands of hair plastered to the back of Rose’s neck. His fingers lingered and traced the initials branded at the top of her spine. “I’ve never wanted to kill someone more than the animal who gave you these.”

“Let’s focus on one revenge death at a time, shall we?” Rose wriggled her phone from her back pocket. The warm evening breeze carried the muffled ring of a mobile phone from inside the house. “Any normal teenager’s life will stand still for a phonecall. She doesn’t even have a signature ring tone—the girl is so bland.”

“Hello,” Cate’s voice was flat.

“Come downstairs and let me in.”

“Well Rose, since you asked so nicely—”

Rose ended the call with a self-satisfied chuckle. “That’ll piss her off, and guarantee she’ll tear down the stairs to indignantly throw the door open. She’s bland and predictable. Go! She’ll see you.”

“I’m going. Make it happen.” He slipped into the shadows as the front door opened. As predicted, Cate was fuming. Rose dismissed her ranting with a wave of her hand and sauntered inside. Game on.
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“Is anyone else home?” Rose checked the newly redecorated lounge with a nonchalance that made Cate want to smack her in the mouth.

“NO! The boys are at the detention centre with Mum, and as I’ve recently become an only child, that leaves just me. What do you want?” After each breath, her chest snapped back like a taut rubber band.

Rose’s faded black jeans fit her perfectly. There was no way she had any weapons concealed in them but when she lifted her arms, Cate glimpsed knife holsters under the cropped leather jacket.

“I’m on Cate watch tonight, so I thought I’d come in and see how you were dealing with everything.”

“That’s all you people do. Watch! It’s so...insipid,” Cate growled.

Rose tapped her silver fingernails against the railing of the polished wooden stairs. “Is that so?”

“Yes,” Cate stated emphatically. “If you turned up and laid all the cards on the table, people would be a hundred times more likely to do what you want.”

Rose sat on the first step of the staircase. She flicked her hair, which fanned out across the steps behind her. “People have to make their own decisions.”

“That is the biggest load of CRAP!” Cate slammed the front door. “That’s your pathetic excuse for protecting history in a passive way. Naitanui is weak. He should be helping me find Xavier if he’s so wedded to keeping his precious history free from manipulation.”

Rose shrugged. “Get over yourself. More than six hundred people go missing without a trace every day. That’s over a million during the last five years. Naitanui doesn’t look into all of them. Now that he knows about Xavier and his connection to you, I’m sure he’ll investigate his disappearance further.”

Cate flopped on the step next to Rose, suddenly exhausted from being angry all the time. “Elias kidnapped him.”

“Someone may have kidnapped him. That someone could have been Elias. However, most Timesurfers who disappear have inadvertently fallen into a different time line or dimension.”

“Is there a manual or something to teach Timesurfers all this stuff?”

“You can get by with remembering four things. Time is linear and definitive. History resets at midnight and on February the twenty-ninth each leap year. Timesurfers should be home by midnight to avoid the worst of the side effects of an altered history and they must always follow orders. Simple.”

“So I have to be home by midnight, or I’ll turn into a pumpkin?” Cate snorted as she pressed her thumb into her eye socket.

“Many changes will have no direct impact on you. If you’re awake at midnight when history resets and a change does impact you, it makes you violently ill. There’s vomiting, fever, and other nasty things.” Rose screwed her nose up and shuddered.

“Great.” Cate rubbed her eyes. “I’ll turn into a sweaty, vomiting pumpkin if I stay out past midnight. Even Cinderella had it better than me.”

Rose pointed a finger Cate’s way. “You can learn a lesson from Cinderella. Never leave anything on a mission someone can use to track you. She was stripped of her powers and had to live with an insipid prince as punishment for her carelessness with that glass slipper.”

“Cinderella wasn’t a Timesurfer,” Cate scoffed.

“She was until she was careless,” Rose said without cracking a smile. “History is rampant with Timesurfers who didn’t respect their powers and follow orders.”

“Tell someone who cares.”

“Here’s another fun fact. The midnight resets are what cause most of those nasty twenty-four-hour illnesses people say they’ve had.”

When Rose tossed her hair to the side, Cate’s stomach clenched as she glimpsed the red marks down her neck. “Naitanui doesn’t want me. He wants her—future Cate. I think I like Mortez better anyway. At least she does something.”

“I’m very supportive of you continuing on your chosen path with Mortez,” Rose growled under her breath.

Cate squeezed past Rose and stomped up the stairs toward her bedroom. “The boys said that Mortez was helping me search for Xavier.”

Rose followed Cate to her bedroom. She strode across the room and yanked the curtains open. “Well, she’s either really bad at it or just pretending.”

“Naitanui didn’t take Xavier, so it’s either Elias or Mortez. I think it was Elias.”

Rose turned slowly and deliberately. “That coward ran and hid after a woman defeated him.” A feral yowling rang out across the yard, and Polka Dot appeared at the window.

Cate grinned as the cat hissed at Rose. “Polka Dot hates everyone except Eve.”

Rose opened the window and the scent of gardenias wafted in. She shoved the cat off the ledge. “Well, I don’t care for him and his racket too much either.”

Cate made a horrified noise in the back of her throat.

“Don’t have a cow. He landed on his feet.”

“That was mean.”

“So you think that’s mean, but you’re fine with joining Mortez who murders people on a whim.”

“If Naitanui was more like Mortez, this could have been over that first day.” Cate hurled a shoe across the room. “I won’t kill Zach. I’d rather kill myself.”

Rose raised her hands over her head in frustration. “If Naitanui was more like Mortez, I would have decapitated you at the bus stop. I’d still be up for a quick decapitation if it wasn’t forbidden. Death is the coward’s way out. It takes courage to move past and live with what you’ve done, good or bad.”

“You’re the consummate martyr.”

Rose poked at the half-packed bags on the end of the bed. “Are you going somewhere?”

The thud of car doors slamming saved Cate from answering. “Mum’s home. Get out. You can use the window. Hopefully, you’ll land on your feet.”

Rose fidgeted with her hair and cracked her knuckles. “Can I meet your mother?”

Cate was picking up a weird vibe from Rose. “Absolutely not.”

“You are going somewhere. I want to meet your mum.” Rose dug around in the bags.

Cate shoved the bags out of Rose’s reach. “Stop pawing my stuff. I’m not introducing you to my mother. What would I say? ‘Hi, Mum, this is Rose. She’s an immortal Timesurfer’.” Bitch, she added silently.

Rose growled in the back of her throat. “Socially awkward doesn’t begin to describe you. ‘Hi, Mum, this is my friend, Rose’ is fine.”

Cate snickered. “Friend? That’s an enormous lie.”

Rose shoved her out the bedroom door. “Move.”

“Touch me again and I’ll smack you,” Cate growled and started down the staircase.

Rose laughed. “We both know how successful you’ve been at that. Forgive me for not pretending to be scared.”

Annoyingly, Rose had an excellent point. “You can’t make me introduce you.” Cate stomped down the stairs and swung around the bannister at the end. “Get out.” She kept her voice low and opened the front door. Voices floated from the kitchen.

Rose hesitated on the last step. “I guess the three wise men are here too.”

“I said get out. What if they recognise you?” Cate hissed.

“That’s a given.”

“Cate!” her mother called from the kitchen. “I found Zach lurking in the front yard. I wasn’t sure if you wanted to talk to him or kick his butt. Either way, I invited him in.”

How many times did Cate have to tell him to piss off?

Balthazar’s enormous form filled the kitchen doorway. “I’ll throw him out for—” He stopped short at the sight of Rose. His eyes widened, and he let forth a string of curses.

Rose smiled her predatory smile. “Is that any way to greet a lady?”

He lunged and stumbled as Rose danced under his arm. She sent him skidding across the terracotta tiles with a ferocious backward heel kick to the lower back. The crunch made Cate clench her teeth.

“Too slow.” Rose flounced through the kitchen door.

“Stay out, please.” Balthazar’s eyes pleaded with Cate’s.

Having her own defiant moment, Cate stepped over Balthazar, crumpled against the wall, and followed Rose into the kitchen.
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Cate hesitated at the doorway.

Zach stood near the kitchen island bench. “Hi. Your mum said it would be fine for me to come in.”

“Rack off, Zach! We’re never, ever, getting back together.”

Gaspar and Melchior were backed up hard against the kitchen cupboards. Their fear-filled eyes darted between Cate’s mother and Rose. The colour had drained from her mum’s face, and her knuckles glowed white where she gripped the edge of the kitchen bench, her eyes fixed on Rose.

“Just passing by and thought I’d say hello.” Rose arched an eyebrow as she stared defiantly at Cate’s mum.

“You!” Her mother’s voice was scarily quiet, her face now an ash grey. The knife in her hand sailed through the air, ruffling Rose’s hair as it passed.

“Mum!” Cate’s jaw dropped as her mother grabbed a second knife and speared it across the kitchen.

Rose gave a harsh laugh as she swatted it away. “After all this time, that’s not very friendly.”

Cate’s brain strained. “You know one another?”

The air in the kitchen rippled as Austin and Rafe appeared.

Rafe slammed Melchior and Gaspar’s heads together with a sickening crack. They slithered, unconscious, to the ground. “That evens the odds.”

“You...” Cate started toward Rafe, but her head snapped back as someone grabbed her from behind. Hot fingers dug into her bicep.

“Stay still,” Austin breathed into her ear.

She tensed, preparing to struggle when Austin threw her to the ground. Her head smacked against the corner of the bench on the way down. Red stars exploded behind her closed eyelids. Their glare forced her eyes open as Jonah burst through the side door. She brushed a hand up the side of her face. It came away tacky and crimson. “Austin...” There were no words to describe the betrayal and rage flooding through her.

She scrambled to stand but slipped on the polished cork floor. She knocked the knives scattered on the floor. There were three. Her mother had only thrown two. Where had the third come from? Zach was by the knife block, a carving knife in hand. He pitched it at her and it sailed toward her head. Austin grabbed Cate by the shoulders and spun her out of its path as Zach reached for the last knife in the block.

“What the...? You’re trying to stab me now, you insane tosser!” Cate yelled.

Zach drew the knife back and aimed the point at her head, but before he could throw it, Jonah plucked it from his hand. “Children shouldn’t play with knives.”

Zach dashed forward.

“Let it play,” Rose murmured.

Zach showered Cate with punches which she easily deflected. A fierce blow to his nose sent him reeling backwards. He pointed at Cate. “I’m going to kill you before you kill me.”

“What?” Cate said.

He pointed an accusing finger at her. “I overheard you and Eve planning to have that zombie, Brittany, kill me. I can hear what you say from miles away now. That’s my super power.”

Cate glared at Zach, astonished he would even suggest that. “You’re one insane dickhead.”

Zach puffed out his chest. “But I was too clever for you both. I texted Brittany and pretended I wanted to see her. When she arrived, I smashed a vase over her head, and the broken pieces stuck in her brain. She’s dead. Again. I Googled how to kill a zombie.”

“You killed Brittany?” Cate shook her head.

“You killed her first!” Zach stomped a foot like a petulant child.

“You’re a complete psycho. Mum, come here. Mum! Get away from Zach,” she repeated when her mother didn’t move.

Rafe inspected Cate’s mother from a number of different angles. “How are you doing that?”

“How is she doing what?” Cate demanded. Zach charged at her again and she speared a knife from the floor toward him.

There was an audible groan from Rose and Jonah.

“That won’t kill him,” Rose breathed.

“It will hurt like hell, though,” Austin said with glee.

Zach clutched at the knife. Its blade was buried deep in his chest. “You’ll pay for that, bitch. I’ve had it with you. You and your permanent sidekick are both dead. Killing Eve will be a bonus! I’ll do it first and make you watch.”

Cate scrambled toward her mother. “Mum, get out of here now. If you so much as breathe on Eve, you’re dead, Zach,” she hissed.

Zach started to sway, his hand on the knife handle protruding from his chest. “She’ll be dead before morning. Just like you.”

“The only person likely to die in this room today is you, Zach.” A lazy flick of her mother’s elbow caught Zach on the temple, and he tumbled to the floor. She grabbed him by the hair. “You did all this. You should be dead. History says Cate should have already killed you. Jonah, make this right.”

Icy fingers of fear crept along the back of Cate’s neck. “Why is my mother giving you orders, Jonah?”

The air rippled. Her mother’s image blurred. It was like looking at a reflection in a pool of water a pebble had been dropped into. Cate stretched an arm toward her mother, terrified she was going to dissolve before her eyes. “MUM!” As the ripples cleared, Mortez stood where her mother had been.

“Well, well.” Rose’s face was incredulous. “So it’s true, you’ve been using a glamour all this time. No one’s been able to hold a full glamour in hundreds of years.”

“That’s why Cate didn’t recognise you at the GTs,” Austin murmured.

Cate shook her head, hoping to purge the nausea spiralling through her. The floor bucked and tilted under her feet. Austin’s fingers bit into her arm as her knees sagged and she dropped toward the ground. The room slid in and out of focus. She picked a spot on the floor and concentrated to clear her mind. “Where’s my mother?” Cate’s words were laced with menace. She fought free of Austin’s grasp, grabbed Mortez by the shoulders, and shook hard. “Where is she? You sick—”

Austin yanked her away from Mortez, whose shirt ripped where Cate had refused to let go. “Don’t say something you’ll regret,” he said.

She bucked and twisted against the pressure of Austin’s arms clamped around her torso. Her heel made solid contact with his knee.

“You wanted us to lay the cards on the table,” Rose snapped. “Mortez here is your mother! She’s been here all along. Hiding behind a glamour.”

Hysteria bubbled up Cate’s throat. “No...” All the air was sucked out of the room. The only sound was Zach gasping on the floor. Everything seemed to slow as her mind toiled to comprehend the vile truth.

Mortez stepped closer. “I am your mother.”

Tears dripped down Cate’s cheeks. With her eyes squeezed shut, she fought to deny the sound of her mother’s voice. “You can’t be my mother!”

“I named you Hannah after my mother. You have her eyes. Even though you go by Cate now, I still call you Hannah when I kiss you goodnight.”

“Plenty of people know that.”

“Ask me anything, Hannah. Something only you and I would know.” The woman purporting to be her mother crooned in an all-too-familiar voice. She even smelled of her mother’s perfume.

“You’re not my mother,” Cate hissed.

“Your first day of school here, I gave you a special shell. I told you to turn it three times if you needed me. After school, you proudly handed me the shell and said I should keep it and turn it three times if I ever needed you.” Mortez dug into her front pocket and pulled out a round, raised shell with a familiar butterfly pattern.

Cate knew that shell. Her heart clenched and a fragment cracked and broke away. The raw hole it left burned more with each heartbeat. She knew this woman spoke the truth but her brain refused to accept it.

“I wanted to protect you from this life for as long as possible,” Mortez said.

Rose snorted. “You weren’t protecting her. You were hiding a weapon.”

“Shut up!” Mortez took a menacing step toward Rose, who stood her ground. Austin and Jonah were between them with the speed and grace of water.

“Enough.” Jonah’s shirt clung to his back. Dampness the shape of a rising sun stretched across his shoulders. Sweat dripped from his chin and his hair was plastered in wet waves across the nape of his neck. “Cate isn’t in danger from them.”

Mortez brushed Jonah’s sopping shirt. “From the look of you and Austin, you’re both getting a real historical adjustment.”

“Cate, this is your mother.” Jonah’s sad smile made her stomach shrivel.

Cate tasted bile. “Did Dad know about you?”

Her mother nodded.

“You never worked black ops, and there was no witness protection program?” Each lie was like a fist smashing into her rib cage, making her gasp.

“Your father and I agreed that going into hiding here was the best option. I could protect you and have the added security of your brothers being nearby without raising suspicions,” Mortez said.

Cate pointed to Mel and Gaspar’s unconscious bodies. “They’re my brothers?”

Jonah nodded. “And Balthazar too.”

“But...they’re Austin’s brothers.” Her brain stopped dead and refused to move past one thing. Mortez had been married to Austin’s father. Mortez was Cate’s mother. Did that mean...? She covered her mouth.

Rose made a frustrated choking sound. “They’re Austin’s half-brothers. Austin’s father was your mother’s first husband. You and Austin don’t share any family blood.”

Cate gave a bitter laugh. “So we aren’t hiding from the bad guys. We are the bad guys. Is Pip in on all this?”

Mortez nodded. “I expected her to be here by now.”

“There’s no chance of that.” Rose grinned. “She’s unconscious in the front garden and by my estimation, will be for at least another two hours.”

Mortez reached for her daughter but recoiled as Cate flinched. “I know this is a lot to take in. I did this all for you. Preventing Elias from hurting you again was my priority.”

“Elias captured and tortured Cate and her father?” Jonah’s eyes met Cate’s, clearly thinking about their encounter with Elias at The Neon Posse.

“I assume it was done under his directive. You were so vulnerable until you came into your powers, Cate. Each night I hoped with all my heart they would emerge. I was devastated each time I healed you from the fire ants.”

“No! They weren’t dreams. You let fire ants gnaw at me?” Cate pulled at her hair.

Mortez spread her arms wide. “I only did it to see if your powers were close. They always appear subconsciously during sleep first. I always healed you.”

“Well, THANKS! That makes you so much less of a monster,” Cate shrieked. Another piece of the puzzled clicked into place. She pointed an accusing finger at Mortez. “You healed me when Jonah attempted to surf with me.”

Mortez nodded. “I wasn’t happy with Jonah at all. I want you to be safe.”

“Well, news flash! Elias is here in Tempus Falls, so the whole hiding me from him thing? Epic. Bloody. Fail,” Cate screamed.

Silence resonated like a clear, crisp note around the room. Out of the corner of her eye Cate sensed movement. A bloodied knife lay on the floor where Zach had been.

The laundry door banged shut.

Cate whirled and bolted to the front door. She yanked the door open and flew down the steps. The freezing air burned through her chest mingling with the bitter mix of agony and betrayal encasing her heart. There was no time for tears. Zach was going to hurt Eve.
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Cate wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to Eve. She sprinted along the damp, empty streets. She hurdled picket fences and tore through hedges, oblivious as branches gouged her arms and face. When she finally paused at the familiar red door of Eve’s house, her pounding heart threatened to smash through her chest. The freezing air burned her lungs with each gasp.

Lights blazed throughout the house. Cate counted twenty silhouettes in the downstairs windows. That couldn’t be right. Eve’s parents were teachers and it was a school night. She had never known them to go out and have dinner, let alone throw a party. First things first—she must find Eve. Hands on her knees, she scanned the front yard. Zach was there somewhere, but was he inside or outside? Please let her be in time to save her friend.

“C...C...Cate.” Eve stumbled out from behind the enormous redwood tree in the front yard. Tears streamed down her chin, and her arms were stuck at an awkward angle behind her back.

“Eve!” Cate hurried forward but abruptly stopped when Zach appeared from behind the massive tree trunk.

“That’s close enough.” Zach wrapped his fingers around Eve’s neck. Metal glinted as he raised his other hand to her temple. He had a gun.

Cate held her hands in front of her body. “Calm down and think about this, Zach.”

“I’m completely calm.” Zach’s voice was scarily quiet.

Eve trembled as silent tears dripped off her cheek, creating blotches on her shirt. Red marks flared on her neck as Zach tightened his grip.

Cate manoeuvred deftly closer to them. She’d recovered from a burning cannonball at the GTs, so that hinted at a good chance of surviving a gunshot wound. If a bullet hit Eve and it wasn’t fatal, Cate could heal her, but the fewer bullets Zach got off, the better. If Eve sustained a fatal shot, Cate was screwed. She could never make Eve a zombie.

Zach’s finger quivered on the trigger. That was her opening. She sprinted forward. He panicked and shoved Eve away to fire at Cate. An explosion of noise and white-hot pain ripped through her chest, arm, neck, and leg. Zach offered no resistance as she plucked the gun from his limp hand.

“But I shot you four times.” He blinked as the gaping bullet hole in her chest closed, and the huge abstract bloodstain on her shirt vanished. The whites of his eyes flashed, they were forced so wide with astonishment.

She smashed his head into her knee. “That’s for Eve! And this…” She cracked the gun against his temple, “is for shooting me, you loser!” she screamed at Zack’s unconscious body, crumpled on the lawn.

Eve covered her face with her hands as little by little she slid to the ground.

Cate fell to her knees and face planted onto the cold grass, then commando-crawled until she could touch Eve’s foot. “It’s okay. You’re going to be fine.”

“I’m so sorry,” her friend sobbed. “I had no choice—”

“It’s not your fault.” Cate patted Eve’s foot and heaved herself onto her back. Warm blood trickled down her neck and arm from the remaining gunshot wounds. A chill ran the entire length of her back, making her teeth chatter. The idea of sleep wrapped around her like a warm blanket. Maybe she could rest her eyes for a minute before she healed the remaining gunshot wounds and checked out Eve’s house. She closed her eyes just as a sharp pain slammed into her ribs. Two harder blows followed. She cracked open an eye. “Now you arrive.”

“You could have compelled him to put the gun down!” Rose snapped. “But no, you have to get yourself shot. Teens are so dramatic. Wake up and heal yourself. I can’t do it for you.”

A wave of people streamed out to the front yard from Eve’s house. Jonah joined Rose, a rueful smile on his face. “We’ll all have to work together to stay alive against this many of Elias’s people.”

Cate’s head snapped up. What were Elias’s people doing in Eve’s house?

Eve dropped her head onto her hands and choked out “sorry” repeatedly between sobs.

“Heal yourself, get off your butt and help!” Rose growled at Cate.

Jonah offered Cate a hand up. “I can do it if you need me to.”

“No, I’ll do it.” Cate pressed her back against the tree, dug her heels into the dirt and inched her way to standing.

Jonah and Rose were huddled together as their eyes darted around, assessing the situation. Mortez and the boys joined them; their eyes focused on Elias’s people fanning out around them.

Someone grabbed Cate’s arm. She scuttled away from the scorching heat. It was Austin. Sweat poured down his cheeks, and his shirt was wringing wet.

“Whoa!” He fanned at his face. “Is it like a thousand degrees, or is it just me? It’s time to do some real fighting.”

“You’re in no state to fight,” Rose said, concern tingeing her voice.

Austin staggered slightly. “I’m fine.”

Jonah grabbed Cate’s shoulders. “Your job is to protect Eve. Nothing else. You stay with her and keep her safe.”

Rose nodded. “That would be best.”

Eve grabbed at Cate’s arm with surprising strength. “Stay with me,” she pleaded.

“Austin...” Rose raised her hands in the air. “I know you won’t listen, but I’ll say it anyway. Sit this out. Please don’t die.”

Austin smiled. “I’ll do my best.”

Cries rang out, and everyone rushed forward. The war was on.

Cate was torn—fight or protect her friend. As she deliberated, an enormous burst of light erupted from a vortex swirling in front of Eve. “What the hell?”

Eve heaved at her arm, but Cate refused to move. “Trust me. It’ll be safer on the other side.”

“I’m not jumping in...through...that...What is that?”

A violent shove from behind and Cate stumbled forward. Before she regained her balance, Eve gave another almighty push, and Cate tumbled through a kaleidoscope of light and face planted on a cold, smooth surface.

Someone hauled at her legs, dragging her away from the swirling light. Eve chanted a word Cate didn’t understand three times, and the vortex vanished.

Cate clambered off the floor. “I repeat: WHAT THE HELL! We have to go back. I have to help.” 

A whining meow caught her attention. An enormous ginger cat padded toward them, its paws soundless on the marble floor. It leapt onto a gold throne and stared at them.

“Is that Polka Dot?” Cate stepped closer and froze. The cat had vanished, and the only male Cate knew who wore black eyeliner and shimmering gold eye shadow sat in his place. Polka Dot had morphed into Elias right in front of her. “I’m so done with all this crap,” she muttered.

Eve rushed to kneel at Elias’s feet and clutched his gold toga. “I did what you asked. I brought you Xavier and Cate. Now return my parents.”

“Indeed, you did, my little sorceress.” Elias clapped his hands twice and Eve’s parents were frog-marched into the room, their hands bandaged.

“You have my brother?” Cate hissed at Elias and then turned her attention to Eve. “And you...” An inferno of anger and betrayal engulfed her as she stabbed a finger at her friend. “You kidnapped Xavier and brought him to this psycho? And when the hell were you going to tell me you were a SORCERESS?”

So many pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. When Eve was talking to her mother on the phone in class and Cate thought she’d heard a man’s voice, her friend had been speaking to Elias. The afternoon Cate saw Polka Dot and someone with a tangle of white-blonde hair disappearing around the corner was the day Eve had left school early for an appointment. She must have gone to meet Elias. When Jonah and Cate ran into Eve at The Neon Posse, she was leaving after meeting Elias.

“I had no choice!” Eve pulled at her hair like a mad woman. “Elias took my parents and sent me one of their fingertips in a box every day for a week. He threatened their heads would be next if I didn’t bring you and Xavier to him. I only took Xavier after Jonah kidnapped him. So, technically, I rescued him from Jonah. Don’t blame me. Blame your mother! She ordered Jonah to kidnap him.”

“Liar! She wouldn’t have her own son kidnapped. My mother wouldn’t do that to him or me. No mother could do that to her own children.”

“You’re wrong. Mortez had Jonah kidnap Xavier to make you more vulnerable. They’re both evil, Cate.” Eve sunk to the floor and sobbed. “I’m the person whose been trying to save you and Xavier. I’ve begged Elias to take me instead of you. I’ve spent every waking minute since the bus stop incident trying to come up with a spell that would allow me to do what you can do. I CAN’T DO IT!” Her normally carefully dishevelled hair resembled a bird’s nest and her eyes were filled with anguish.

“I don’t believe you. I thought you were my best friend. You’ve been lying to me for years!” Cate yelled.

“Oh, pu-leese!” Eve sprang up from the ground. Her eyes flashed with anger. “You were supposedly in witness protection the entire time I’ve known you, and you never thought to mention that! And what about your mother, the evil, time-travelling school principal who wants to rule the world with the army of Timesurfers she’s training under the guise of running a juvenile detention centre? You never mentioned any of that.”

“I didn’t know about my mother—”

“Oh buy a vowel. Mortez is your last name spelt backwards.”

“I never realised...”

Eve gestured wildly with her hands. “Your actual name is Hannah.”

“So?” 

The incredulous look on Eve’s face irked Cate. “All the female Timesurfers have palindrome names. Your mum’s name is Emme. Rose’s first name is Anna. Yours is Hannah and then there’s Pip.”

“I have no idea what a palindrome is. So I’m not getting your point.”

Eve gave Cate a filthy look. “Palindromes are words that spell the same thing backwards and forwards.”

“That’s more obscure than the Mortez thing. No normal person has even heard of a palindrome, let alone could make that type of connection.”

“Girls! Girls!” Elias clapped his hands and signalled for the guards who had appeared at his side to surround Cate and Eve.

“You do know you’re carrying a spear? Careful not to take an eye out with that.” Cate tapped at the blade of the long spear in the hand of the guard nearest her. He promptly lifted it and slammed the blunt end into her stomach.

“Never touch another man’s spear, Catherine,” Elias tutted as Cate, who was doubled over from the pain, struggled to breathe. “Girls, please don’t say anything to one another that you’ll regret. Everyone is in a highly stressed state trying to make the best of a confusing situation.”

“Don’t patronise me; you gold dress wearing tool. This is entirely your fault.” That earned Cate a blunt end of the spear to her kidneys. “I want to see my brother.”

“Patience, Catherine. Eve, you did as I asked, so I will send your parents home. Let’s see what’s going on in your front yard before we return them, shall we?” Elias held both palms toward the cream wall, which disappeared and was replaced by a life-sized picture of Eve’s front yard and everyone in it. The 2014 date and time showed in the left-hand corner.

Bodies lay deathly still on the lawn. Rose was alive and fighting three people, her damp hair flying around her face like a weapon. Jonah battled four hulking men close by. Mortez and the three wise men were also fighting multiple attackers. A group of Elias’s people had surrounded Austin. Blood flowed down his face and his eyes were so badly bruised they were mere slits. His attackers were playing with him.

“It’s a real-time picture of the past.” Elias beamed at Cate. “Eve has an extraordinary flair for combining magic and technology. I now have no need to wait for those pesky cubes to reset every twenty-four hours, which is exceptionally useful.”

“Whatever you want from me will never happen if any of them dies. I’ll give you nothing.” Cate struck like a snake and seized a spear from an ill-prepared guard. She pressed the tip to the base of her throat. It was time to see how precious a prize she was. “Call your Timesurfers back or I’ll slit my throat.” She gave a defiant toss of her hair and pressed the spear against her skin until warm blood trickled down her neck.

“You can’t die. You heal instantly.” Elias gave her a cursory nod and returned his attention to the screen. “My-my. That Austin is taking a savage beating. He’s a popular target.”

“Your information on me is incorrect. Maybe not in the future, but right now, I have to be conscious and want to heal myself.”

Elias’s dramatically lined eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.”

“Nope, not lying. So unless you have a spare conduit handy, you’re screwed. And since Jonah’s the only conduit in hundreds of years, and he’s there on the big screen, I think you’ve got yourself into a bit of a pickle. Tell your Timesurfers to stand down if you want me to see another hour on this earth.” She dragged the spear further around her throat.

“Cate, no more!” Eve lunged, but the guards pressed their spears under her chin, restraining her.

“This week, I’ve fought lions, created zombies and murdered numerous innocent grommets. I discovered I’ve been a pawn in the demented plans of my malevolent Timesurfer mother, and that I’m going to be spectacularly evil. Believe me, when I say you must do exactly as I ask or I will end it.” Her eyes drifted to the screen. Austin was on his hands and knees. Men were taking turns kicking him in the ribs. He didn’t have much time. “You have three seconds, Elias.” She held up a clenched fist. “One!” She raised a finger. “Two!” She raised another. “Thr—”

“Enough! Your teenage theatrics are giving me a migraine!” Elias gave a dramatic roll of his eyes and stood. “I’ll call them back.”

“Your word means nothing.” Cate slid the spear further along her throat. “I want to see it happen, or there’s no deal.”

“Fine.” Elias pressed his fingers to his temples, and his Timesurfers vanished from Eve’s yard. “You can see that they’re all gone, even the dead ones.”

“I need proof that they’re here,” Cate barked.

“You have real trust issues for someone so young.” On Elias’s signal, two guards sprinted down the corridor and disappeared around a corner.

On the screen, Rose, Jonah, Mortez and the boys seemed shocked and disoriented. Mortez screamed, sank to her knees and howled like an injured animal. Her hands covered her face. “Elias has Cate and Xavier. He has my children.” The three boys huddled around their mother to comfort her. Zach remained motionless nearby. Rose raced to a still Austin and knelt over him. Jonah dashed to help her with the job of healing him.

“You better hope Austin’s not dead, buddy,” Eve said to Elias. “That would piss my friend off, and she’s fierce. I hope that utter jerk, Zach, has taken his last breath, though.”

On screen, Austin stirred. His fingers clawed at Jonah’s shirt, pulling him closer so he could whisper in his ear. Jonah listened intently and the now familiar predatory smile slid across his face. He straightened and looked directly toward Cate. “I know you’re watching, Elias. Austin has a message for you. He’s coming for Cate and Xavier. We’re all coming for Cate and Xavier, but I’m also coming for you.” Jonah lifted Austin’s battered body from the ground as the boys helped a distraught Mortez to her feet. Austin looked up and smiled that smile, the one that made Cate forget to breathe.

A fierce determination burned in Mortez’s eyes. “I will kill you slowly for this, Elias. You will never hurt my family again. I should have killed that little sorceress, Eve, when Jonah felt her magic on Cate’s birthday. I will rectify that the next time we cross paths.”

Zach stirred on the ground.

“Kill him,” Mortez shouted to Balthazar.

Balthazar stalked over to Zach and grabbed his head.

“I think we all know what’s coming,” Elias said. “No need to watch that.”

Cate stared at the blank screen. Zach was dead. She hadn’t physically killed him, but he had died because of her. Killing someone had to have an enormous impact on your life and future decisions. This was certain to impact the time line in some way. It definitely wasn’t going to put it back on track.

The guards were shepherding a gaggle of bloodied people toward them along the corridor. Some were dragging bodies. They were the Timesurfers who had been fighting on the screen. Elias gestured flamboyantly at the group. “And here they are as you requested. Now, put the spear down, my girl. I believe I have held up my end of the bargain.”

Cate readjusted her grip on the spear. “I’m not finished yet. Bring my brother to me. I want you to send Xavier, Eve and her parents back. You have me now.”

Elias jerked his head, and two guards from Cate’s left disappeared.

“That request will require some negotiation.” Elias gave a Cheshire cat grin. “It seems your family and friends are all mightily peeved. I may need the services of a sorceress. Mortez is never one to ask questions before she kills, so I fear Eve would be dead before her feet have hit the ground should she return. I’ll send Eve’s parents back and as well as your brother, Xavier. I only acquired him for a business associate anyway. Eve and you, I’m keeping.”

Eve’s parents howled and begged Elias to keep them, but release Eve and Cate.

Cate glanced at Eve, who nodded. 

“Acceptable. Do you have the power to wipe their memories like Naitanui can?” Cate asked.

Elias smiled. “I can do everything Naitanui can do.”

“It’ll be better if your parents don’t remember anything about this experience,” Cate whispered to Eve, who nodded as tears trickled down her cheeks. “Do it.”

Elias strolled over and pressed his palms against Eve’s parents’ foreheads, ignoring their pleas to take them and return Eve and Cate. They vanished from the room and appeared on the screen standing at their front door, laughing and happy as they made their way into the house.

Xavier appeared with a guard on either side. “Cate! I never thought I’d see you again. Wow! You’re so tall now. You’ll never believe what’s happened to me. She kidnapped me!” He pointed at Eve. “And did you know she can do magic?”

“I want everyone to be clear that I actually rescued Xavier from Jonah,” Eve said.

“Jonah was keeping me safe. Mum was worried some bad people were going to find us and she sent Jonah to hide me. I didn’t need rescuing. Jonah’s cool. I like him.”

Blood trickled down the front of Cate’s shirt, and she felt woozy. She didn’t have another second. “Xavier, I love you, but you have to go right now. Mum will explain everything,” She turned to Elias. “Send him back this instant.”

Elias touched Xavier’s forehead and he vanished. “I’ve sent him to two thousand and fourteen. He’ll arrive a few minutes after your mother returns home from the showdown at Eve’s house. As a show of good faith, I’ve implanted five years of false happy family memories in his brain. He’ll have no recollection of being kidnapped. Xavier will have more than enough to deal with when he discovers who his mother is and the thousands of people his sister was responsible for killing.”

“Don’t call her my mother.” The room began to blur as Cate swayed. “Show me that Xavier is with Mortez.”

“I’m offended that you refuse to take my word after I made such a magnanimous gesture.” Elias swiped his hand along the screen, scrolled for a second, and stopped. Xavier stood at the blue door of their house in Tempus Falls. Cate watched until the door opened and she saw Mortez; then the entire room faded from view.
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“Cate,” Eve’s voice called from far away.

She wanted to stay asleep.

“Now you’re faking. Wake up.”

Hands dug into Cate’s shoulders and shook her ruthlessly. “All right, I’m awake!” Her fingers went to the stiff, padded bandage over her throat. She opened one eye and gave her sorceress friend a questioning look.

Eve ripped at the bandage with gusto. “That was to stop the blood. Now that you’re conscious, you can do your thing and heal it.”

“Ouch.”

“They say it’s best to rip it off quick.”

Cate closed her eyes and thought about healing her wound. Moments later, she felt perfectly smooth skin. She levered onto her elbows and noticed that the bandage had disappeared out of Eve’s hand. She had turned back another little pocket of time.

She took in her surroundings. Two massive four-poster beds with intricate lace canopies dominated the room. Silk curtains draped the floor-to-ceiling windows on one wall. Thick, rugs were scattered across the floors. There was an ornate fireplace on the wall directly across from the beds.

“This is ‘our’ room.” Eve used finger quotes when she said ‘our’. “The doors and windows are protected by magic wards. Touch them, and you’ll end up on your butt twenty feet away with your ears ringing and body convulsing. Trust me, I know.”

They sat in an awkward silence as the minutes ticked by.

“I’m sorry,” Eve blurted.

Cate patted her hand. “It’s been a big few weeks.”

Eve’s eyes glistened with tears as she nodded. “Will your mum find us?”

“Absolutely.” Cate hugged Eve. The child in her wanted to think it was because her mother loved her; the realist knew better. “I’m the weapon everyone wants and Mortez has the added incentive of being crazy furious with you. They’ll come.”
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Catherine thrashed against the damp sheet tangled around her. She reached for the knife that should be under her pillow. Nothing. After hours of running a horrendous temperature, the midnight reset finally arrived. She tumbled off the bed and landed with a thud on a dirt floor. The reset memories ripped through her brain with such force she dry retched. Her new reality was here. She scanned the bare prison cell on the North Isle de Pantheon, which her reset memories told her had been her home for the last year.

There had been an explosion, and debris rained down on her and now there was a hole in Cate’s cell door. Eve’s smiling face appeared through the smoldering opening. “Bet you didn’t expect to see me?”

Catherine remained silent as she struggled to wade through all the new memories her brain was attempting to make sense of.

“That was a rhetorical question. I know there’s a lot going on in that brain of yours at the moment.” Eve reached through the hole and placed a lump of grey putty inside on the cell door lock and disappeared. “Fire in the hole! GET BACK!”

Catherine grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around her naked body, then dove under the bed. A wave of dirt and noise crashed down around her. Metal fragments scraped against what skin wasn’t covered.

Eve pushed what now remained of the door, open and threw the clothes she’d brought with her to Catherine. “There’s something to cover up your birthday suit.”

Catherine hugged the clothes to her chest as the altered memories about Eve solidified in her brain. “So you’re a sorceress?”

“Yes, I am.”

“And you kidnapped Xavier?” Catherine took two quick strides and gripped Eve by the throat.

“Wait...there’s a lot more to the memory than that one fact.”

Catherine’s grip faltered as she searched through her reset memories and realised it was Jonah who had kidnapped Xavier for Mortez. There were no words to explain the icy betrayal engulfing her. Eve, she had forgiven. She released her and retrieved the underwear from the clothes on the dirt floor. “I see you haven’t mastered a spell to unlock doors in the last three years. Surely that’s one of the most basic of sorceress skills?”

Eve grabbed Catherine’s wrist. “I’ve been a bit busy looking after your arse, and planning how to deliver you to the Break like Naitanui requested after you completed the GTs. This last year, there was the added degree of difficulty of plotting your rescue from this place by myself. My flair for combining technology and magic has come in handy. Of course, I’ve had to do it in secret. Thanks for helping me get away from Elias.”

Catherine yanked away when she spied a syringe in Eve’s hand. “What the hell?”

“Chillax.” Eve tugged her arm back. “This will get rid of your residual temperature, nausea and the other side effects from the reset. You’ll be feeling like a million dollars in less than a minute. Look at me. I’ve used it and I’m taking this enormous reset in my stride.”

Eve did look well for someone just minutes into a major reset. There was nothing in Catherine’s memories to make her think she shouldn’t trust Eve. She held out her arm. “Only because it’s you.”

“I’ve had three years to plan how the next ten minutes in history will play out. Admittedly, you’ve only been locked up in here for the last year of that, but don’t even think about messing this up now!”

“Ouch! You suck at giving needles.”

“You’re a rubbish patient. The serum will make you feel better, but also slows down the processing of your altered memories. The others took it a few hours ago. I couldn’t get to you any earlier. WOW!” Eve screwed up her face. “You smell disgusting, like mouldy broccoli.”

“What does that even smell like?”

“So gross. Sniff your armpit, if you dare and you’ll find out.”

Catherine didn’t need her reset memories to know she hadn’t showered in a long while. “I got a tattoo?” She poked at the gold star on her collarbone. There was something hard in the middle of it. “Is that some kind of piercing?”

Eve slapped her hand. “Don’t play with that. Get dressed. I’m uncomfortable being this close to you while you’re naked. Oh and we have to ESCAPE! Hustle, hustle.”

“What is that thing on my collarbone?” A zing shot through Catherine’s chest. Whatever was in that syringe was certainly kicking in.

“It’s a microchip. Get dressed.”

“Who put it there and why?” Catherine wrestled into the sports bra and tugged a T-shirt over her head.

“You know all this stuff.”

Catherine rolled her eyes. “Excuse me while I process three years of the biggest reset ever.”

Eve examined her with narrowed eyes. “That serum must really be blocking your memories.”

“You want me to wear these?” Catherine held up leopard print leggings.

“It’s that or escape in your underwear. Choose and choose quickly.”

“You had three years to plan this, and you bring me leopard print leggings,” Catherine grumbled as she tugged them on.

Eve hauled at her arm. “Come on. Elias put that microchip in there. It’s infused with an obstruction charm, which makes it impossible for you to use any of your magic. You can’t compel Timesurfers or anyone else for that matter and you can’t make zombies.” Eve peeked around the cell door and motioned Catherine to follow.

“I really dislike that gold dress wearing tool.” Catherine jogged along the silent corridor behind Eve. Try as she might, she couldn’t remember what had gone on with Elias. She couldn’t even remember why she was at the prison.

Eve signalled Catherine to stop. “I’d be more worried about the destroy chip embedded in the base of your neck. That one could kill you at any moment.”

Catherine touched smooth, cold metal at the top of her spine. “What the hell!”

“Don’t overreact. You’re fine while you’re locked in here. The wards surrounding the prison prevent any magic getting through. The wards at the Break will protect you too. I have to get you from here to the Break as quickly as possible. If Elias is aware you’re travelling, he’ll activate that chip and then it’s lights out for you.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to overreact to that.” Catherine took a few deep breaths. She was panting after jogging for less than a minute. “So I’ve really pissed Elias off?”

“That’s the understatement of the century. I certainly don’t have the time to go into detail now. I’m going to try a cloaking spell to cover your time tube while we travel.” Eve stole a quick look around the corner. “This way.”

“Try?”

Eve nodded.

“Have you done that successfully before?”

“Nope.”

“Fabulous. Are you the only one here to rescue me?”

“Yep. In an ironic twist, it’s pretty much just you and me again. We have no other friends.” Eve pressed her finger to her lips.

Catherine held her breath and flattened herself against the rough stone wall. Two heavily armed guards walked past. They were too busy comparing their enormous hangovers from the GTs toga party to notice the girls as they passed the tunnel entrance. The toga party and the GTs seemed like a lifetime ago.

Catherine shuddered at the sight of the electric batons swinging from their utility belts. Memories of hours spent at the mercy of the guards seared through her. She gave a guttural cry and tackled the guards to the ground.

“Not in the plan!” Eve hissed.

Catherine smashed the guards’ heads together, then she grabbed an electric baton and stabbed their unconscious bodies in a frenzied attack. When she glanced up, Eve looked shocked.

“Right, while that was understandable it was also extremely disturbing. Now you’ve got whatever that was out of your system, follow me.” Eve scurried along the corridor. Puffs of dirt swirled around her feet.

“Where are we going?”

“We can only travel to the Break from the arrivals and departures platform on the top floor. The guards do rounds every thirty minutes.” Eve checked her watch. “We have exactly four minutes until Naitanui takes the wards down at the Break to let us through.”

“What happens if we miss the opening?”

“Get ready for an extremely long stay here.”

Catherine’s legs felt like they were made of string and her feet were bricks. Her vision blurred. She shook her head to refocus. “Who’s at the Break?”

“Naitanui and Rose are working out of the Break to help me.”

“Rose is helping you break me out?”

“Yes. She helps me all the time. I like Rose.”

Catherine searched her memories. She still hated Rose. That was quite reassuring.

Eve came to an abrupt halt. “Climb.”

Catherine lumbered up the ladder. Her progress was slow as her feet slipped off and missed one rung after the other. Eve caught her each time. Exhausted, Catherine struggled to lift her weight. Her hands slipped against the metal rungs. Eve pushed and shoved, practically carrying Catherine on her shoulders up the ladder.

“Just a few more steps,” Eve panted. “You’re much heavier than you look.”

Once they reached the top, Catherine flopped onto the ground. “That was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life!” A year of wasting away in a cell had not been kind to her.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but it’s not over yet. The hard bit is now,” Eve whispered.

Too drained to swear, Catherine groaned and rolled onto her stomach. “Hit me with it.”

“We have to sprint all the way down to that opening. Guards will be shooting at us.”

“Excellent! Run about a hundred metres while dodging lethal sniper fire.”

“Very succinct. Ready?”

“No.”

“On the count of three. One, two...Oops I forgot.” Eve massaged her temples. “There’s a twelve-storey drop about three steps outside the opening. Be prepared to pull up quickly. The magic wards are void after we pass through the opening. Elias could activate the chip at any time from that moment onwards. On three.”

Catherine staggered to her feet. “Just run!”

For seconds, there was only the sound of feet scraping and the rasping of breath. Then the rifle fire started. Bullets whizzed by Catherine and pinged off the dirt. She stumbled as the ground exploded in front of her. The guards were using big guns now! She pumped her arms and legs. Her depleted muscles screamed with pain. They were nearly to the opening.

Eve whooped and smiled. “We’re going to make it.”

Her smile faltered. She stumbled and Cate saw the blood seeping through Eve’s shirt near her shoulder. She lurched and tumbled to the ground as bullets ricocheted off the dirt near her unmoving body.

Catherine dove through the opening amidst a hail of bullets. The ground exploded inches from Eve. She couldn’t leave her friend. She wouldn’t leave her friend. After three quick breaths, she scampered back into the storm of bullets, grabbed Eve’s legs and dragged her outside the opening. Catherine willed Eve to heal and a ferocious pain carved through her head. She screamed, unable to get away from the agony slicing through her brain. “Do not die!” She wrapped her arms and legs around Eve, determined to keep her close while they travelled. “Naitanui!”

The world spun.

Catherine hovered in the blackness. Eve remained deathly still against her body.

They landed in the centre of the Break.

“I need help!” Catherine screamed.

Rose rushed forward. “Where’s she hurt?”

“I think the shoulder. I tried to heal her, but it felt like my head was going to explode. The bloody microchip won’t let me use my magic to heal her.” Catherine tore at her chest, desperate to remove the chip and help her friend. “I could still travel here, though.”

“I can do this.” There was a gentleness in Rose’s voice Catherine had never heard before. “You used Naitinui’s magic to travel through time, not your own. That’s why you could get here.”

“Hello, Catherine.” Naitanui’s yellow eyes glowered at her. “I’m pleased to wish you a happy nineteenth birthday in person. I wasn’t sure if you would come.”

Catherine ignored him and grabbed Rose’s arm. “Will she be okay? Can you help her?”

Eve groaned. “I should get some kind of bravery award. Better still an enormous cash reward.”

Catherine hugged her friend. As she closed her eyes, reset memories trickled through her mind. “Oh no! Elias has Jonah?”

Rose nodded and dragged her hands down her face. “He’s in a really bad way. The combination of the drugs and his migraines are driving him insane. Elias captured him nearly a year ago when he freed Xavier. He’s forcing Jonah to do the most horrendous things.”

“But Xavier is safe now?” Catherine was drawing a blank on everything to do with her brother. She had no reset memories of him.

“That serum is really messing with you,” Eve said.

“Ya think?” Catherine replied.

Rose paced along the row of empty flashing table tops. “Elias no longer has Xavier. We don’t know where he is. He didn’t return to the Break after Jonah helped him escape, and the cubes don’t track his movements. He still has an active cloaking charm on him. It’s the same one Mortez used on you. I’m terrified for Jonah.” There was fear in Rose’s eyes.

“Jonah betrayed me. He kidnapped my brother and lied to me about it for years.” Catherine was numb when it came to Jonah. There was no hate, no anger and no love. He was dead to her. “So Elias kidnapped Xavier again?”

“No. Xavier was trying to free you when Elias captured him,” Naitanui said. “It was an unsanctioned mission.”

“He might be with Mum, I mean Mortez.” Catherine had no reset memories of her mother either.

“Nope.” Eve struggled to her feet. “Mortez and the three wise men are in hiding. Elias has an enormous bounty on each of their heads.”

“Where are they hiding?” Catherine didn’t know why she’d asked. She didn’t want to see them. Not yet.

Eve rolled her eyes. “Well if I knew that, they wouldn’t be in hiding, would they?”

“I’m in regular contact with Mortez,” Naitanui said. “Xavier isn’t with them.”

“You and my mother are in regular contact?” Catherine had a hard time believing that.

Naitanui shrugged. “Elias has most Timesurfers convinced they must unite against you, Catherine. There’s only Rose and I left here at the Break now. My relationship with Mortez is one of necessity.”

“Where’s Rafe?”

Rose sent a chair flying across the room. “With Elias.”

“Immortality?” Cate asked.

Eve clapped her hands gleefully. “You’re starting to get some reset memories.”

“Nope, that was a good guess. What about Austin?”

They looked everywhere but at Catherine.

“He’s safe,” Eve said.

A big silence followed.

“Zach’s still dead then?” Catherine asked.

“Yes,” Eve stated emphatically. “And he deserved everything he got. I feel zero guilt when I say good riddance to him.”

“Right!” Catherine brushed off her clothes. “I need something other than these ridiculous leopard print leggings to wear. Elias is going down.”

Eve giggled. “While that’s suitably dramatic, your first priority really needs to be a shower.”

Catherine sniffed gingerly at her armpit and gagged. “Oh my! A shower followed by revenge it is.”

The End
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