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    Georgia Byng made her debut as a talented new childrens author with Molly Moons Incredible Book of Hypnotism. This exciting and funny adventure starring Molly Moon, an orphan who discovers a hidden talent for hypnotism, was a runaway success. It was published in thirty-six languages and forty countries, and won the Salford, the Stockton and the Sheffield Childrens Book Awards. Its sequels, Molly Moon Stops the World and Molly Moons Hypnotic Time-Travel Adventure, have firmly established Molly as a favourite with readers all around the globe.


    Georgia Byng grew up in a large, noisy family in a house in Hampshire. She now lives in London with the artist Marc Quinn, and her three children. Georgia loves to travel, whether its flying off to India to research ideas for a new book or whizzing around London in her little electric car.
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    It was a brilliant, bright, hot morning. The sun was white in a cornflower-blue sky. And on a mountain top, two children sat in a walled garden on see-through reclining chairs. The eleven-year-old had a big green umbrella over him, obstructing the sun and blocking him from the six-year-old Chinese girl beside him. All she could see of the boy were his thin white trousers and his turquoise suede slippers that soaked up the searing heat.


    The small girl was wearing a silver dress with shiny shoes to match and her hair was whipped up into the shape and texture of a pinecone. She wore rouge on her cheeks and solid gold bangles around her wrists. Her mouth was small and pinched, while her almond-shaped brown eyes were sharp and bright.


    Sitting quietly at a table on the lawn in front of them were two men dressed in red, pompom-covered circus outfits. The table was laid with two lidded perspex boxes that were full of wriggling orange centipedes.


    Your turn, the little girl insisted, sipping from a pink cocktail glass.


    All right. I ask your pawn this, the hidden boy replied. Why were the experiments to make flies the size of dogs stopped?


    There was a pause as the pompomed man in front of the girl thought. Then he answered in a flat voice, Because they concentrated on making vegetables grow bigger instead.


    WRONG! shouted the tiny girl, hurling the contents of her glass so that it drenched him. You are an IDIOT! You had ten hours on the machine yesterday! You should have picked that up! It serves you RIGHT! Youre going to have to eat one!


    Obediently the man lifted the lid off his box of centipedes and picked one up, pinching it between his finger and thumb so that it didnt wriggle away. Then, without even a murmur of objection, he placed it at the back of his tongue and shut his mouth quickly. As he munched, the little centipede tried to escape. Briefly seeing the light enter the mans mouth, it saw a slim opportunity to dive for freedom. But the man felt it on his lip and, prodding it back into his mouth again, ruined its chances of ever getting away. Grimacing, he mashed it up with his teeth and swallowed.


    Yes, they are nasty, arent they? the little girl taunted. Nasty and bitter! Well, you shouldnt have let me down. Im four points behind now because of you!


    Why dont we stop? the boy under the umbrella said. I think your player is feeling sick. Thats his fourth centipede.


    Serves him right! the little girl said vindictively. And anyway, Micky, dont be so silly  its only a game.


  

    
      
    


    Chapter One
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    It was a cold February evening and storm clouds were gathering. Drawn like grey curtains over the moon, they made the night sky even darker. And high up, forty thousand feet above the fields of the countryside, violent gale-force winds began to circle and play. Billions of raindrops plumped the blackening clouds, preparing to fall.


    Far below, trees were tousled by the thickening wind that whistled through their branches. And in a grand country house called Briersville Park, lights twinkled at an upstairs window.


    Molly Moon was sitting with her best friend, Rocky, on a Persian carpet in the TV room. Comfortable and leaning against red beanbags, they ignored the wind that was battering the windowpanes. Gusts sent down the chimney disturbed the flames of the wood burning in the hearth, but they didnt mind at all, for they were feeling cosy and warm. In their laps were brown Chinese-takeaway boxes with the remains of a meal of rice and won ton, and in front of them was the television, switched on.


    Ballroom dancing, Rocky said, tapping the TV controls and burping, a history programme, or gardening, or . . . or him? As he spoke the screen changed channels, ending up with a suited man hosting a magic show.


    After the break, the magician was saying, I will blow your minds, by reading your minds and someone from the audience here will be my . . . hmmm . . . victim! The studio audience laughed. The showman winked at the camera. So see you later. And at once the adverts started.


    Looks good to me, Molly said. She stretched down to the black pug who lay quivering by her leg and scrunched its velvety ears. Fancy some dumplings, Petula? Come on, dont be scared of the storm. Were all snug and safe in here. As Molly finished, a particularly aggressive gust banged at the window. Petula dived under Mollys legs. After a second or two the rattling subsided, and Petula looked up. On the television a very sleek pedigree Labrador dressed in a black dinner jacket and bow tie was eating his supper. Petula didnt understand about advertising. She didnt understand that this dog on the screen was there to persuade any dog owners watching to buy CHAMP to feed their pets. It looked like the Labrador was simply showing off, and that was funny, she thought.


    Feeling better, Petula put her head in her paws and glanced fondly at her two human friends. Rocky with his black skin and beautiful eyes was definitely the most pedigree-looking of the two. Molly was more of a mongrel creature. She was skinny with scraggy brown hair and closely set green eyes and a potato-shaped nose. The two of them had always been that way, right from when they lived in the orphanage together when they were little. Whatever Molly wore, she never looked well groomed. To someone who didnt know her, Petula pondered, she really did look a most unremarkable person, which shows how deceiving looks can be. For the truth was, Molly Moon was the complete opposite.


    Over the last year or so, Petula had witnessed massive changes in Molly. Only a short while ago, Molly, she knew, had thought of herself as useless. Molly hadnt been full of confidence like, for instance, a dog that could fetch the newspaper. But then Molly had found a book on hypnotism. Petula raised her hairy eyebrows as she thought of that amazing book. It had helped Molly reinvent herself. Molly had been like a caterpillar that had turned into a butterfly. Not a beautiful butterfly, but she had certainly grown wings. For now she was a brilliant hypnotist, a time stopper and a time traveller. And Petula had had first-paw experience of Molly doing all these things. She sighed and scratched at a tickle in her ear as she thought of what they had been through together. It had certainly been unusual.


    Petula herself had once hypnotized some mice, and another time, using a time crystal, she had actually made time stand still. But that had been a fluke. Even Rocky could hypnotize using his voice, Petula knew. But he wasnt a genius at hypnotism like Molly. Petula stood up and dipped her nose into the cardboard box to nibble at a dumpling and three mooing cows flew across the TV screen.


    Rocky was now singing along to the advert jingle.


    Choc  o  late! he sang, with the xylophone music and the womans voice on the television accompanying him.


    
      
        
          Choc  o  LATE!

          Every day is a chocolate DATE!

        

      

    


    Molly reached her hand into the YONG takeaway bag. As shed hoped, there were two small parcels in there, wrapped in crisp red paper. Fortune Cookie, read the black inked letters across the front of them.


    Here, Molly said, tossing one into Rockys lap, and opening her own. Inside the packet was a brown sugary biscuit. Molly bit into it and, as she did, examined the fortune written on a strip of white paper that had fallen on to the floor.


    What does it say? Rocky asked.


    It says, Molly replied, The leaf that clings to the branch will block new buds.


    Hmmm. Mine says, Travel and change of place impart new vigour to the mind.


    Who writes these things? Molly wondered as she munched.


    Well, that is the question, said Rocky, in a strange eerie voice, pretending to be mysterious. Who, indeed, writes our fortunes in the book of time?


    Molly laughed. Then an advert on the television shattered her calm. A baby in a nappy was crawling through a jungle. He was dressed in a camouflage commando outfit. He crawled on determinedly, unaware that hed narrowly escaped the jaws of a tiger. Intent on his baby mission he crawled through the undergrowth, past an angry hippopotamus, under a venomous snake and over a tarantula. Finally the baby arrived in the land of babies  a safe place where the other babies were glad to see him. There, a deep voice boomed: USE PODGEUMS NAPPIES! Put your baby first  give him the support he needs!


    Rocky found it really funny. I love that advert, he chuckled.


    But Molly felt sick. The gurgling commando baby had reminded her of another baby. The one shed been born with  her own twin brother whom she had never met. Shed only found out about him two weeks ago. As the baby on the screen clapped his hands together, a feeling of peculiar longing rose up in Molly. Finding out that she had a brother had been like discovering a secret door in a house that led to a different country. She half wished that the door wasnt there, frightened to have to pluck up the courage to step through it, while the other part of her longed to fling it open and discover this place so near and yet so unknown.


    Was her twin brother alive? If so, where was he? And what was he like? What was his name? He had been stolen from their mother just as Molly had been when she was a baby. But who had taken him? Had he been put in a cardboard box on a doorstep of an orphanage like Hardwick House as Molly had been? Had the box been a Moons Marshmallow box? Or had he grown up with a family? And wherever he was, did he know that Lucy Logan and Primo Cell were his real parents? Did he know that Lucy and Primo had been hypnotized for eleven years by Cornelius Logan, Lucys own brother? Perhaps he even knew that Molly had freed them both with her hypnotism. Did he know about Molly?


    As these questions jangled loudly through Mollys head, she caught them and, one by one, tried to put them into a box in her mind where she couldnt hear them shouting any more.


    She turned her thoughts back to the TV and hoped that the show would distract her.


    Then there were steps in the passage outside and the door opened.


    What are you watching? asked Primo as he and Lucy sat on the sofa. Their long-haired hippy friend, Forest, who had come in too, sat down on the floor cross-legged.


    Its a magic show, said Molly. I expect this is the last ad.


    Big storm brewing outside, isnt there? Lucy said, glancing at the window.


    Seems to me its already brewed, Forest replied, as the wind buffeted the windowpane again.


    Then Rocky turned up the volume and all conversation stopped. Applause pattered out from the television.


    Welcome back! laughed the showman on the screen. A large transparent cube that had been wheeled on to the stage now stood beside him. It was filled with tiny coloured balls that whizzed about inside it. The time has come for me to find an assistant, he declared. Look at these balls! Each has a number of an audience seat on it! Spotlights, please! At once a bright beam shone out over the audience, dancing across rows of excited people. The showman clapped his hands and one of the balls shot out of a see-through pipe into a metal tray.


    M22! The spotlight flittered across the seats, coming swiftly to rest on a plump woman with pigtails. She opened her eyes wide with alarm when she saw that she had been chosen. What are you waiting for? the showman cried. Come on down!


    Uncertainly, the lady lifted her tubby body out of her chair, smoothed her red polka-dot dress and, her face twitching with a nervous smile, picked her way down the central studio steps to the stage. The showman welcomed her and shook her hand.


    Hello, hello. Dont be anxious. Whats your name?


    Irene Brody, the woman replied, starting to giggle.


    Well, Irene, are you ready to relax, and help me read your mind?


    I . . . I . . . suppose so. Irene tittered. Ive never been chosen from an audience before. It makes me feel a bit giddy.


    Well, dont you faint on us. Just sit yourself down on this chair. A black velvet chair was pushed towards her and she settled into it. The lights dimmed. Now relax Irene.


    Sounds like hes about to hypnotize her, said Lucy, narrowing her blue eyes.


    Irene, assure the audience that we have never met before! the showman demanded.


    Thats true, said Irene.


    Whom did you come here with today?


    With my husband.


    The spotlight searched through the audience for Irenes empty seat and found her blushing husband.


    Mr Brody, I presume, said the magician. The embarrassed man nodded. Audience, said the showman, just like everyone here, Irene Brody and her husband are strangers to me. Just like you, they bought their tickets and turned up. Irenes number has been picked out at random. He paused for dramatic affect. Now I am going to read her mind. Irene will write down something she is going to think about, and I will read her thoughts. When the time is right, I will tell you all. Silence, please.


    A lady in a blue-feathered gown passed Irene a pen and a pad of paper. Irene, with her tongue darting tensely from the side of her mouth, began to scribble something down.


    Another gust of wind blew down the chimney. The picture on the TV flickered. Rocky threw a sock at it.


    This is rigged, he said. Irenes an actress.


    I think youre right there, said Forest.


    Hmmm, agreed Molly. But what if that show guy knows how to stop time? Think about it  he could just stop time, go over and read her piece of paper, then go back to where he was standing and start time again. That would look like hed just read her thoughts.


    Rocky pressed pause on the TV controls to illustrate Mollys point.


    Yeah, like this, he agreed. The screen froze with the performer smiling and Irene holding her piece of paper in the air. Except that you have to imagine that the magician guy is just nipping over now to read little old Irenes bit of paper. What a cheat!


    Do you think hes a time stopper? Primo asked. If hes a hypnotist who can stop time, he could be a time traveller too. But do you think a time traveller would waste his time being a showman? Hmm? I dont. I think time travellers have far more important things to do. Rocky released the pause button and the show continued. But before everyone could hear Irenes thoughts, the lights went out, and the TV died.


    Power cut, Rocky said matter-of-factly.


    Outside, the wind, howling now as it rushed around the parapets of the building, beat against the window again.


    I love power cuts, said Lucy, her face flickering orange in the glow from the fire. It feels more exciting without electricity!


    Primo stood up and lit an old fashioned lamp on the desk. Molly got up too. Ive got a candle in my room, she said. And with Petula following her, she went to get it.


    The passage outside the sitting room was dark. Its green carpet seemed black, and in the heavy gloom the tickings from the multitude of clocks that hung on the wall sounded like strange clicking insects. Molly hurried through the shadows. She didnt feel comfortable being reminded of time passing like this. As she walked, a wave of guilt swamped her.


    For two weeks she had been relaxing at Briersville Park, having fun. Shed watched twelve films, read two books, made a home movie with Rocky and their new friend Ojas and shed learned to ride a horse. Shed mucked about with her friends in the pool, shed scrambled on bikes with them in the fields of Briersville Park and shed even done an oil painting of Amrit, their pet elephant. Shed eaten scores of ketchup sandwiches  her favourite thing to eat  and drunk glasses and glasses of orange-squash concentrate  her favourite drink. Shed thrown hundreds of sticks for Petula and spent hours listening to music.


    When Primo had talked about the man on TV shed felt he was really saying, Do you think a time traveller, Molly, should waste her time watching silly TV shows? Doesnt this time traveller have more important things to do like finding her lost twin brother?


    Molly had promised Primo and Lucy that she would go back in time and find their son. What had become of him was a complete mystery. At the hospital where they had been born, there was no record of him. Molly shivered as she passed a statue of a leaping hare. It looked so friendly in the daytime, as it jumped over a flower, but in the dark, and with this storm raging, it looked like a pouncing demon.


    When Molly got to her bedroom she found the candle in its stand and lit it. Then she lay down on the bed. Petula hopped up with her and Molly gave her a cuddle.


    What do you think, Petula?


    Procrastinate is a word that means to put off. Molly had been procrastinating and procrastinating and procrastinating ever since shed promised her parents that she would track her brother down. Shed been putting off travelling back to the time when she and her brother were both babies because now, safe in her own time, Molly realized how scary and dangerous time travelling could be.


    Since coming back from her adventures Molly had had nightmares about being stranded in the wrong time. Shed also had horrid dreams about other time travellers chasing her.


    Molly sighed. I suppose I really ought to just go and find him. Will you come with me? Petula whined. It probably wont be all that bad, you know. I think Ive been working myself up about going. My imagination has gone wild and made me scared. It will probably be easy to find him, Petula. Well tell him what its like here, about Primo and Lucy and Forest and Amrit and Rocky and Ojas, and then hell probably want to come back with us. Once weve found him, well, I can concentrate on life then. Well set up that hypnotic hospital and begin curing people by hypnosis.


    Petula looked at her mistress and tried to read her thoughts, but it was impossible. What perplexed her was why Molly smelt so worried.


    Molly found her pyjamas and put them on. It was late. If she was going to set off into the past tomorrow, she ought to get a good nights sleep. She blew the candle out and pushed her feet down under her duvet, curving her legs around Petula, who lay on the bed. As she drifted off, a buzz of excitement sparked inside her. Was it possible that by this time tomorrow she would actually have met her twin?


    But as Molly slept, other things dampened and drowned her excitement  ripples of apprehension and fear. They took the form of dark dreams. These blew through her mind like the winds that encircled the grand house that she slept in.


    In the worst dream, Molly was floating in a massive sieve-like sphere. It was the Bubble of Light, at the beginning of time, a place that really existed, for Molly had once been there  but in her dream the Bubble was different. Molly couldnt get out of it, and through the billions of little black holes in the Bubble whining voices teased her.


    No, no, no, no, they whistled.


    Let me out! Molly shouted.


    She looked in a mirror. Her face was changing, becoming younger and younger because the light from the giant bubble was shining on her.


    This part of Mollys dream was true to life as this was exactly what could happen in the special light at the beginning of time. So, although only a dream, it was terrifying.


    I HAVE TO LEAVE! Molly screamed, her face and body now like a three-year-olds, OR ILL BE SO YOUNG ILL BE NOTHING!


    And then there she was outside the Bubble, travelling through time with gale-force time winds blasting about her. And true to the nature of time winds, they were making her skin scaly  but it wasnt happening slowly like in her real adventures. A patch of scaly skin behind her ear was spreading like wildfire. It was racing across her cheek and down her arms. Now her whole face was old and wrinkled. Molly felt like a leaf that was turning brown and shrivelling up.


    Like a ball being bounced about by some careless child, Molly found herself back in the Bubble of Light at the beginning of time, with the miracle rays shining on her again. As they shone they rubbed away all the time travel scales.


    So it went on, with Molly thrown from one terrifying moment to the next. Eventually, as though bored of her, the dream departed, and only then did Molly fall into deep, gentle sleep, where the winds in the park outside couldnt be heard.


    
      
    


    Chapter Two
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    Molly woke up in the dark. A fox was barking outside and the drainpipe outside her window was gurgling as rainwater rushed down it. She rolled over, pulling the duvet over her shoulders, and tried to go back to sleep, but she couldnt so she stretched her hand out to press the light button on her alarm clock. A blackbird let out its first chirrup. Moments later another joined in. Molly lay back on her pillow and listened to the opening notes of the dawn chorus.


    Outside, gusts of clouds raced across the sky, unveiling the moon. The park and Mollys bedroom were suddenly filled with silver light. She tipped herself out of bed and nudged her slippers on. Petula drowsily raised her head, then curled up into a tighter ball and shut her eyes again. Molly wondered what she was dreaming about. Chasing sticks, she supposed. She smiled as she imagined Petulas doggy dream. Then, yawning, and tripping on her clothes strewn all over the floor, she approached the window. Here, on a table glinting in the silver light, lay her clear crystal and her red and green time-travelling gems, threaded on to a piece of old string. She slipped the precious necklace over her head, realizing as she did that she wouldnt take it off again until she next went to bed at Briersville Park. For when she was in other time zones, the scarred coloured gems were her only ticket home.


    The clear crystal was simply for world stopping. To test herself, Molly stroked it now and prepared to stop time. She let her mind relax and looked out at the wet garden, focusing her hypnotic eyes on a rabbit that was nibbling the grass under a cedar tree. As she concentrated, the cold, tingling feeling that always accompanied world stopping filled her veins. Soon her mind was feeling fizzy. And then it was done.


    The rabbit froze mid-hop. The world froze. Birds taking flight from the cedar tree hung in mid-air. The silhouettes of llamas in the far field were as statuesque as the animal-shaped bushes about them. Everywhere was as still as a picture. But not just in Briersville.


    In New York, where it was half past midnight, night traffic was silent. Nothing moved up or down or across the glittering streets. Partygoers leaving snazzy nightclubs and restaurants, ready to go home to bed, were suddenly rigid, frozen as they walked. Inside lofty skyscrapers the snores and dreams of sleeping people suddenly halted, replaced by hush and stillness. In Tokyo, Japan, where it was two thirty in the afternoon, chopsticks, pincering sushi, hung motionless in front of still, open mouths. In Sydney, Australia, where it was late afternoon, surfers were frozen as they rode motionless waves. All over the world raindrops paused. Waterfalls were suspended and hurricanes and winds were quiet. And at the centre of the freeze was Molly, with her clear crystal, holding the world motionless with her will. The powerful feeling it gave her was dizzying. She released her concentration and in a snap the rabbit on the grass hopped away. She smiled. She was pleased to see she still had the knack.


    Molly folded her arms. She wondered what the day held for her. For her today wasnt necessarily this day. No, her today was going to be a day from long ago  the day when she and her twin brother had been born. It would be a day full of detective work and hopefully lots of answers. Someone had kidnapped her twin brother  that was clear. Somehow they had removed his name from the hospitals records too. Molly had read in the papers of cases where babies had been abducted from hospitals. The thieves were usually sad, mad people who desperately wanted a child. If her brothers thief wasnt sad and mad, then it was someone very, very bad. Molly didnt relish the idea of meeting them at all. She clenched her fists. She suddenly felt enormously protective towards her unknown twin and furious with whoever had taken him. They had absolutely no right to him, just as Cornelius Logan had had no right to Molly when hed stolen her. The difference between her and her brother was that shed found out about her true roots. Right then and there Molly made a promise. Though she had been putting off finding her twin, now she would do whatever it took to track him down. Nerves bubbled up from the pit of her stomach, but still she was determined to get to the bottom of this mystery  for Lucy, for Primo, for herself, but mostly for him, her brother.


    Molly opened the drawer of her rosewood cupboard and pulled out a pair of clean jeans. She found some pants, two odd socks, a long-sleeved blue T-shirt and a black sweater and put them on. Then she pulled her favourite red and white trainers out from under the armchair. She went to the bathroom, brushed her teeth and splashed some water over her face. Dabbing her nose dry, she ran her fingers through her hair and tried to untangle a few clods of knots that had built up as shed slept. Giving up, she stared at herself in the mirror. She was not a pretty girl, Molly knew, and her hair looked today as though it had been electrified. But she didnt mind.


    Good luck, she said to her reflection. Then she went to wake Petula.


    Downstairs in the kitchen, to Mollys surprise, Rocky was dressed and opening a can of dog food for Petulas breakfast.


    What are you doing up? Molly asked.


    What are you doing up? he countered. Molly gave him a puzzled look.


    I had a feeling, he explained, as he put Petulas bowl on the floor, a feeling that you might try to find him today. It was that fortune from the Chinese cookie that did it. He pulled the small strip of paper from his pocket and read it again. Travel and change of place impart new vigour to the mind. I hope you werent thinking of going alone?


    Well, Petula said shed come.


    Any more space available?


    Theres always space for you, Rocky. Molly smiled. She hadnt asked Rocky because she hadnt wanted to make him feel like he ought to come with her. She thought hed be happier mucking about with Ojas and she wanted to spare him the scariness of the trip.


    Are you sure you want to come? I mean, you never know, it might be really difficult. Like last time  remember? Im a bit nervous.


    What, so you think Id let you go and do it alone then? No way, Molly. If its easy, that will be great, and if its dangerous, then youll need help.


    Molly grinned. Thanks, Rocky.


    Molly went to the larder and got some sugar puffs and some milk. Then she and Rocky sat at the table and poured themselves each a bowlful of cereal.


    Arent you going to wake them? Rocky asked, munching and watching Molly write Primo and Lucy a note.


    Its better we just go. If we tell them, theyll only decide its too dangerous and beg us not to. I know that deep down they really, really want to find him.


    Youre right. Rocky sipped his apple juice thoughtfully.


    From under the table where she was tucking into her chicken breakfast, Petula cocked her head and tried to sense what was happening. Her dog instinct gave her a nasty feeling that Molly and Rocky were about to embark on another one of the strange trips where they travelled down windy tunnels and arrived in different times and places. She hoped not. Shed planned to meet the postmans dog, Chomsky, today for a good chat and a tail-wag. Shed have to miss that and keep an eye on Molly instead. Petula rested her chin on her paws and frowned. Last time Molly had been on one of her special journeys things had got very hairy. Glancing up past the edge of the table, Petula could just make out the scar on Mollys neck, a souvenir of that adventure. She winced. Yes, Petula could sense something big was up. As she listened to them wolfing down cereal she knew that it was probably because they werent sure when they were going to eat again.


    Please dont go, Molly, she yearned, lifting her head up. Lets stay here. But her thoughts fell on an impervious mind.


    Molly made herself a ketchup sandwich and wrapped it in cling film.


    Do you think we should bring back a baby or an eleven-year-old boy?


    Lets just find him first, said Rocky.


    Molly put on her anorak, and Rocky his sleeveless puffa jacket and a rainproof cagoule. Each stuffed their pockets with useful things. Along with her sandwich, Molly took a can of dog food for Petula and a bottle of water. They packed a compass, some money, a camera and two bars of chocolate. Rocky took a torch from the back-door cupboard and Molly a backpack that Petula would fit inside. Remembering their hats and scarves, and pulling their rainproof hoods up, Molly whistled quietly to Petula and they all crept out.


    Soon they were on bicycles, pedalling along the drive towards the lodge gates. It had stopped raining, but the air was thick and oppressive. Thunder was coming.


    Petula sat in the basket on Mollys bike, sucking on a stone, her ears flapping in the cold breeze. The morning smelt of wet fern and sodden grass, of mud and earthworms. The gravel under the bikes wheels still held the scent of an elephants footprints, and mixed up with all of this was the strange electricity in the air that made the tip of Petulas tongue taste metallic and signalled that lightning was on its way. Petula shivered. She hated thunder.


    Black clouds hung above. The roads were dark and it was difficult to see where they were going but Molly and Rocky cycled as fast as they could, eager not to get caught in the electric storm. As they passed the One mile to Briersville sign, a distant roll of thunder rumbled in the sky. And then a bang of thunder directly overhead seemed to shake the very road they were on, and a terrifying flash of silver light forked across the sky.


    Stop the world! Rocky shouted to Molly over the wind putting his hand on her shoulder. And so Molly did. When the next crack of thunder came, she froze time, making the world stand still just as a sheet of lightning was illuminating the sky. Rocky pedalled, touching Molly all the time, for that way he was able to stay out of the freeze. Petula, on the other hand, was still as a stuffed toy.


    So the two children sped towards Briersville with their way lit up and with raindrops hanging motionless in the air that popped and splashed as they cycled through them. But the town was eerie in the strange silver light of the storm. Molly was keen to switch the world back on again. As they came into Briersville, they saw that a few people were already up  a postman stood rigid in a doorway, sheltering from the rain, and a milkman sat in his milk float. Molly and Rocky biked down the High Street and followed the signs for the hospital where Molly had been born. Both Molly and Rocky had been there before. Mollys worst visit was when shed fallen out of a tree and broken her leg. Shed been seven years old and hiding from the orphanage bully. Rocky had been admitted twice to St Michaels Hospital for asthma attacks.


    Now the speckled white building loomed up in front of them. They slotted the bikes wheels into parking racks and locked them up. Molly picked Petula up, sending movement into her.


    Please dont go, Petula whined to Molly, now desperate to stop this trip.


    Dont worry, Petula. Itll all be fine, Molly said, kissing her forehead and trying to feel brave. Just stay really quiet. She carefully put her into the black rucksack and handed it to Rocky. Then Molly let the world move. The lightning exploded in the sky and they walked through the hospital entrance.


    Inside was a small shop selling newspapers, magazines and flowers as well as stationery, puzzles, cards and games for bored patients. To the right was a coffee shop. In the distance were the lifts and signs to different hospital departments. Petula poked her nose out through the top of the rucksack and sniffed. The place didnt smell too good. The air was clinical and filled with disinfectant. And under that was the odour of blood and illness and boiled cabbage. She snuffled and whined and then popped her head back inside the rucksack.


    The Maternity Ward, said Molly reading a sign. St Marys Wing  thats where we go. She tied her soggy anorak around her waist. Rocky kept his sleeveless puffa jacket on but wound up his cagoule. Molly bought a bunch of daffodils. As the man in the kiosk turned to sort her change she whispered, Better look like were visitors. Then they walked along an olive-green passage, following the arrowed signs.


    As they approached the maternity wing Petula could make out the smell of babies galore and milk and nappies. Molly pushed a white swing door and they slipped through to find themselves in a door-lined passage. Outside there was another bang of thunder, then a huge flash of lightning and from one of the bedrooms a baby began to cry. Molly and Rocky quickly stepped sideways into a small waiting lobby. Even though they were there to do good, both felt as guilty as creeping thieves.


    Go back in time now, whispered Rocky urgently, before anyone comes. He put his hand on Mollys shoulder again so that he and Petula could be transported through time with her. Molly nodded and reached for her string of gems. She held the three crystals in her right hand and stared at the scarred green gem. That crystal would take them back in time. And if she made the scar on it open, it would follow very precise instructions and take them to exactly where they wanted to go. She relaxed her mind and bored her gaze into the scar. Molly steeped her thoughts with goodness, for that was the way shed learned to open the scar, and as she thought, the scar blinked wide. At once it was a swirling circle of greens, spiralling away into itself. They were ready. Mollys hands began to sweat, as they always did when nerves gripped her. Then she took a deep breath and thought an instruction to the gem. She asked it to take them back eleven years and two hundred days  her precise age. And as soon as the request had been made, Molly, Rocky and Petula were plunged back in time. A BOOM filled the hospital waiting room as they disappeared.


    The room about Molly and Rocky purred with pale light, bright light and darkness as they moved backwards through four thousand, two hundred and fifteen days and nights. Finally the light settled.


    Molly put them into a time hover. By doing this, and not properly landing in the time, Molly and Rocky were able to see their surroundings and yet were invisible to anyone in that time.


    In this strange, not-quite-there dimension, they stepped into the passage to check that the coast was clear. Then Molly released the time hover and they properly arrived.


    It was eleven and a half years earlier, but the peculiar thing that both Molly and Rocky noticed straight away was that there was a storm outside then too. Rain was pelting down on the skylights above them and a blast of thunder rattled the windows. Molly gulped and shot a puzzled look at Rocky. Then she stroked Petulas nose and, keeping her grip on Rockys arm just in case they had to time travel again suddenly, the two friends ventured down the passage, inspecting the names on the hospital bedroom doors.


    Neither Molly nor Rocky said a word. They knew what they were here to do. And Petula sensed that she should be quiet too. She sniffed the air. It was still full of baby smells. Then a whiff of a baby that smelt like Molly hit her nostrils. Petula wrinkled her nose and wondered what was going on.


    Molly and Rocky read the doors labels. The first read, C. Yo; the next, M. Burton; the third, D. A. Lowey. Then they saw what they wanted  a sign that read, L. Logan.


    The door to this bedroom was open. In her last adventure Molly had met several of her younger selves, but still she felt a quiver of anticipation as she realized that she was about to see herself as a newborn baby. And equally as amazingly, she was about to see her twin brother for the first time. Hot with curiosity, Molly tilted her head around the door.


    In front of her was a white and yellow room with a metal bed in the centre of it. Sitting up under sheets and blankets and in a pink nightdress was a much younger Lucy Logan. She was staring fondly down at a baby in her arms.


    A nurse stood with her back to the door giving Lucy advice.


    When youve fed her, you can burp her and then shell drop off, Im sure. The lads still asleep, but no doubt hell wake up soon. Yes, twins are hard work, my dear.


    Outside there was another roll of thunder.


    Lucy Logan lifted the baby to rest its head on her shoulder and she began patting its back. She glanced at Molly, standing in the doorway and smiled, completely unaware that this girl was this same child from the future.


    Have you got a name for her yet? the nurse asked.


    No name yet, Lucy said. On the floor Molly noticed a rectangular Moons Marshmallows box with bags of pink and white marshmallows in it. Three empty packets lay on the bedside table. Molly nudged Rocky and they sidestepped past the room.


    Where do you think my brother is? whispered Molly.


    Just then, double doors further down opened and a cot on wheels was pushed out to the passage and into another room.


    I bet theres a big nursery place where they keep all the babies, said Rocky. Ive seen them in films. Maybe thats where he is.


    They crept towards the double doors. Through its glass windows they could see four wheeled cots, each with a swaddled baby inside. A dressing-gowned mother came out. She was so tired she didnt notice Rocky and Molly. When shed drifted back to her room they stepped inside. Petula whined from inside the rucksack. She could suddenly smell the saltiness of an aggressive man. He was in the building  and coming closer.


    Shh, Petula hushed Molly, completely oblivious to her pets warning.


    The first crib held a dark baby with tight corkscrew curls of black hair. The second held a Chinese baby. In the third and fourth slept two babies, either of which could be Mollys twin brother.


    Which one do you think he is? Molly asked. Rocky pointed down at the distinct potato-shaped nose that was very like Mollys own.


    Thats him, I reckon, Rocky whispered. I mean, those noses dont grow on trees.


    Mollys mouth fell open. Until this moment it had been hard to truly believe that she had a brother, but now, here was the living, breathing proof. That is him, isnt it! she yelped. And he looks just like me.


    Two munchkins, agreed Rocky.


    The baby was wrapped up in a white cotton knitted blanket, his cheeks were soft and pink and his ears the shape of tiny tangerine segments. He sighed peacefully. Molly glanced around the room. There was a cabinet at one end with bottles and nappies on it.


    Lets hide, she whispered. Its time to find out who took him.


    Rocky nodded and soon they were crouched behind the piece of furniture.


    Molly shuffled the gems on their string around in her hand until the red forward-travelling gem was between her finger and thumb. She stared down at the scar on it and shivering, with anticipation, bid it open. At once a red swirl, like the inside of a volcano, spiralled away to its stem.


    This is it, Rocky.


    Molly beamed thoughts at the gem, asking it to lift them into a time hover and then to carry them slowly into the future. Through the time-hover mist, she and Rocky poked their heads over the cabinet and watched as the world reeled forwards. People walked swiftly in and out of the nursery, their movements quick and jiggly as though they were in a film that had been fast-forwarded. Nurses and mothers flashed into the room and out again, pushing cots on wheels, holding babies. Molly saw her twin brothers cot wheeled out and whizzed back in with her own. It was like rush hour. A nurse zoomed around the room dabbing at the babies, adjusting their blankets and changing nappies. And then, just after a flash of lightning, a doctor with his hair gelled into a stiff quiff entered. He studied the babies in the cots as though they were interesting specimens and stopped and looked at Mollys brother and then the baby next to him. He tugged at the blankets of both of the babies to look at the bands around their wrists. And finally, with the movement of a heron catching a fish, he plucked the baby boy from his cot and, astonishingly, vanished into thin air.


    Molly took them out of the time hover and the mist vanished. The clock on the wall read four.


    Normal doctors dont disappear like that. Or have hairstyles like that, she said.


    I know, Rocky whispered. He looked like some sort of rock n roll pensioner.


    Molly nodded. He was a time traveller. He just popped out of this time.


    Petula gave a small bark. Another rumble of thunder over the building seemed to reply.


    Rewind? suggested Rocky. Molly suddenly felt incredibly nervous. The idea that the baby thief was a time traveller and therefore a hypnotist made the situation a lot more complicated and scary than shed expected. He was obviously powerful, and she now suspected, nasty too. For a moment she wanted to leave the hospital and run back to safe Briersville Park. Then she thought of her defenceless baby brother and anger eclipsed her fear.


    Rewind, she agreed. Carefully she concentrated on the green gem and lifted herself and Rocky up and back in time. Again they passed the moment when the doctor entered although this time his movements were back to front. Then the room was empty, save for the line of cots and the babies sleeping peacefully. Molly stopped. The mist cleared. Three minutes to four, the clock said.


    What shall we do? Just wait for him? asked Rocky.


    I suppose so. And when he vanishes, when he disappears from this time, well, well have to jump too and follow him to exactly where hes going.


    Arent you going to hypnotize him?


    No. He must be a good hypnotist himself. Plus, who knows where he comes from? Maybe he has time-travelling friends, other hypnotists. We have to find out where hes from before we can decide whether we can get away with hypnotizing him.


    Do you think you can follow him? asked Rocky doubtfully. I mean, you dont even know whether he was travelling forward or backwards in time.


    Ill get both gems active, so we can go either way, and Ill do that lasso thing  remember that trick? Once before, Molly had found that she could bring someone time travelling with her by sending out a sort of mind lasso that swung around the other person and carried them along too. This was the other way around. Shed never lassoed someone in order to follow him or her. She hoped it would work.


    Soon both her gems eyes were open. Molly and Rocky knew there were probably mere seconds to go now before the mysterious doctor walked in.


    Keep out of sight, Molly whispered, her heart beating furiously. If he sees us, who knows what might happen to my brothers future, or mine?


    There was a flash of lightning that whitened the hospital room and the door opened. An elderly man entered. His face was wrinkled and his grey hair was styled into a strange quiff that bobbed over his head like a silver ducks tail. He wore a white doctors overall and, underneath it, black shiny trousers. His shoes were muddy. Like an interested baby specialist, he inspected the first three infants before stopping at the cot next to Mollys brothers and leaning down to peer at the baby Molly. He prodded at her and read her wristband, and then he undid her brothers blanket to read his hospital band too.


    Ah, so therere two of you, he muttered in a deep voice, enunciating his words carefully. Twins  a girl and a boy. Which is best? The girl? Maybe Ill take the girl. Or the boy? Hmm. Actually . . . Yes, Ill take him.


    Molly couldnt believe what she was hearing. It seemed that she, the baby Molly, had almost been chosen for kidnapping. Outside, the crashing thunder sounded like giant marbles cracking together. Molly and Rocky got ready for the mans vanishing act. As he bent to gather her brothers blanket and put his hands about him, she gritted her teeth and sent an instruction to her gems to lasso the snatcher so they could tag him. At once her instructions hung in the air like static electricity. He picked the child up. Then he put his hand to a gem that hung around his neck. In the next second Molly and Rocky felt themselves being tugged. As the stranger sped away through time they found themselves following him.


    In the room there was a BOOM as the space (once filled with the man, the baby, Molly, Petula and Rocky) was replaced with air. Two babies woke up and began to cry.


    A minute later the same blue-and-white-uniformed nurse who had talked so kindly to Lucy Logan walked in. She had no questioning look on her face, wondering what the loud noise had been. She was calm, as if nothing odd had happened. She stepped towards the now empty Logan baby boys crib and pushed it to the wall. Her next job was to remove the babys name from the hospital register and destroy all documents with his name on it.


    The nurse wasnt acting maliciously. She was behaving unknowingly. For already, in her own mind, memories of the baby boy had been wiped out.


    Someone had got to her. She had been hypnotized. Hypnotized to erase all evidence of Mollys twin brother. No one must know that a baby Logan boy had existed.


    
      
    


    Chapter Three
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    Molly and Rocky found themselves shooting forwards through time at a terrific speed. A warm time wind ruffled their hair. Around them the blurred room flashed with colours. The years flicked by.


    Molly and Rocky sat very still so that the child snatcher, whoever he was, wouldnt see them. As time whisked past him too he was readjusting the baby, tucking it under his coat. Molly was in shock. Shed thought that she and Rocky would be tracking down an ordinary person  a batty old woman who wanted something to love, or a dodgy criminal who was taking the baby to sell. She had never expected a time traveller. What did a master hypnotist from another time want with Mollys twin? And to think that he had almost taken Molly! The thought of that made Molly shiver.


    They were well beyond their own time now. She could feel it. They were a hundred years further on. And suddenly the time winds stopped.


    The room was no longer full of baby cots. Instead there were modern glass display cases containing steel frames and surgical instruments. The walls were hung with photographs of hospital doctors and nurses. The room now seemed to be a hospital museum. The cabinet that Molly and Rocky had been hiding behind had disappeared, but various tables still blocked them from the mans view. He had already turned to leave. Molly pulled Rockys arm and they followed, pausing at the door to open it a chink. The clip of the snatchers footsteps receded into the distant passage.


    We . . . we have to keep up with him, without him seeing us, Molly stammered, clutching her necklace of time-travel crystals. My gems are still lassoing him but we must stay as close as possible so that they dont lose contact. Rocky nodded.


    They darted past the rooms where Mollys mother had been and saw two women inspecting the exhibits. But Molly didnt have time to stop and see how people from the future looked. It was vital that she and Rocky follow the kidnapper to wherever he was going.


    They slowed down to a fast walk, not wanting the sound of their running to attract the mans attention. Outside the building it was very hot. Molly breathed in and filled her lungs with warm, dry air. They looked about. A palm tree grew in the centre of a car park that was full of small pod-like vehicles. And the hospital walls were thick with vines and clusters of red grapes.


    Weird. Molly sighed. Its Briersville, but its so much hotter then Briersville should be. Well definitely dry out here.


    Dont you remember seeing those TV programmes about global warming? said Rocky, removing his sleeveless puffa jacket. You know, where scientists warned that peoples pollution and stuff was heating up the atmosphere.


    The atmosphere? Molly whispered. She was carefully watching the man as he crossed the car park.


    Yeah. You know, the air that surrounds the world?


    Molly nodded.


    Rocky continued, Well, I guess those scientists were right. People obviously didnt do enough about pollution . . . kept their heating on full, and kept driving smelly cars and running smelly factories. Phew! Its hot!


    The man stopped and wiped some sweat from his forehead, running his hand along the side of his grey quiff. Then he pulled a small bottle of water out from a pocket which, after drinking, he chucked on the tarmac. With difficulty, because he was holding the baby, he loosened his white doctors overcoat and dropped that on to the ground too.


    He now stood in a black shiny suit with a reflective white T-shirt underneath it. He tucked the baby under his suit jacket. Behind him Molly recognized the copper-green pepper pot roof of the Briersville Guildhall. Beside it were two new buildings, both made of steel and glass.


    He cant have come from here, Molly murmured. His shoes are muddy. Theres no mud here. Wheres he going? The man stepped towards what looked like a bus stop where a digital sign showing the date and time twinkled:


    
      
        
          16.03.2108. 14.30. NEXT FLOAT 38 SECONDS

        

      

    


    Molly and Rocky edged as close as they could without being noticed. They werent sure whether people would wear jeans and T-shirts a hundred years in the future and they didnt want to be conspicuous.


    Poor thing, Molly whispered to Petula in the rucksack on Rockys back. She ruffled her ears. You can get out later, but not yet.


    Petula sniffed the air and was very confused. This place had a base scent that belonged to Briersville. It had the crusty smell of the Briersville earth but the odour was less moist. The building behind no longer emanated its antiseptic quality. And it had lost the lovely scent of new babies and milk. The only baby Petula could smell now was ahead of them. The baby ahead smelt like a very young version of Molly. It was the fresh heart of the lettuce to Mollys more dark green, outer-leaf smell. The baby snatcher was sweating a little in the heat. His paws omitted a gingery scent mixed with the pepper of impatience. Under that he didnt seem too healthy. Petula detected the whiff of thickening blood and dry, wrinkly, oil-less skin. She hoped that Molly and Rocky knew what they were letting themselves in for.


    Molly, dont follow him. Hes dangerous. Go back! she urged, looking up at her mistress.


    But Molly was unaware of Petulas thoughts. Instead she was turning towards a swishing noise. A bullet-shaped, bus-like vehicle with HYDROGEN POWER written on its side was pulling towards the sun shelter where the black-suited man stood. Its door slid open and he stepped inside. While he was distracted paying, Molly and Rocky ran around to the back of the bus. On the outside was a small metal ledge with a bar above. They lodged themselves on to the ledge and held on tight.


    How fast do you think this thing goes? Molly asked.


    Well be fine if we hold on, said Rocky uncertainly. I read in the paper once about a toddler who climbed on to the back of his mums Jeep and she drove all the way to town without realizing he was there. He just clung on.


    Hold the rucksack tight, Molly warned, concerned about Petula.


    Then the vehicle let out a squeaky puff of air and at once, smooth as butter, they were off. Within a few moments it was clear that the ride wasnt going to be a speedy one, and Molly had a moment to absorb the new face of Briersville. There were many buildings that she recognized, although all were much more crumbly-looking then when shed last seen them. Many of the new structures were covered in blue glass.


    Those are solar panels, said Rocky. Getting electric power from the sun. This bus float is powered by hydrogen, and thats really amazing, Molly. They are starting to invent hydrogen power in our time, because oil and coal and petrol are beginning to run out. They obviously did it.


    Why is it amazing?


    Well, its really clean. In our time theyre trying to work out how to make tons of hydrogen gas that they can turn into liquid hydrogen, and then use that liquid instead of petrol. The cool thing is, when you burn hydrogen to run a car, instead of churning out smelly exhaust fumes, it just makes water. He pointed to the trail of water that was coming out of the back of the float. Cool, eh? On the street around them, small vans and pod cars all moved quietly, water squirting out from their exhaust pipes; some were collecting it in little detachable containers.


    The float stopped at the end of Briersville High Street. A set of tanned triplets all dressed in yellow button-less dungarees began laughing and pointing at Molly and Rocky. Their mother tutted and pulled them away. Rocky bent his head around the float to see whether the man was getting off. He wasnt. A woman in a short sleeveless denim jean-dress walked past and gave him a wink.


    Looks like jeans are timeless, said Rocky and he laughed. Id love to go into that shoe shop and check out the trainers of the future!


    But Molly wasnt listening. She was frowning with worry as she considered the time-travelling baby snatcher. For the more she thought about his sinister crime, the more complicated she realized it was. Had he known that she and her brother had been born? If so, why had he gone to all the trouble of fetching one of them? Did he need a twin for something? For an experiment? How long had it taken him to trawl through time and find them? Maybe he had just chanced upon them. Maybe hed just popped into the hospital to get the first baby he could. But even if any old baby would have done, why did this man with his peculiar quiff of grey hair want a baby at all?


    The floats route now curved and they began heading out of town. It was far more built up than in their time and the whole place felt foreign. This was mainly down to all the exotic colourful flowers growing in planters, and because of the intense heat. Before long they were in the open countryside  a landscape that was browner and drier than it had ever been before, with olive trees growing in lines into the distance. The float stopped. They were at some sort of station.


    Watch Dr Elvis now, said Rocky, peering round. Hes getting off.


    Molly clutched her gems and checked to see that the red and green scars were still open and swirling.


    Quick, she said, pushing Rocky off the ledge and holding his arm at the same time. We need to keep up with him, remember. He might be planning to hop to another time. They hid behind a bush.


    The snatcher, meanwhile, had sat down on a metal bench. He reached inside his jacket and fiddled with something, then, pulling his hand out, dropped a plastic tag on the ground. From inside his jacket the baby began to cry, except that it sounded like more of a miaowing than a crying  so much so that a straw-hatted woman walking past, exclaimed, You need to get that kitten some milk.


    As she spoke a gust of warm wind blew about the station, making her cotton skirt flap and whisking up the snatchers discarded tag. Along with some other pieces of litter, the breeze danced them in a whirl of air before depositing the tag near Mollys feet. She picked it up. It was her twin brothers hospital band  well, half of it. The snatcher had torn it from the babys wrist, so that the L and O of LOGAN were missing. GAN TWIN, the remainder of the hospital bracelets letters read. Molly showed it to Rocky, then put it in her pocket and continued watching the snatcher.


    He had ignored the straw-hatted woman completely, for he was distracted by something else. He was concentrating on pressing buttons on some gadget embedded on his sleeve. Then suddenly, his black tailored jacket swelled up. Like a smooth bud flowering into a puff of blossom, it completely changed. Instead of being sleek and shiny, it was now shaggy and heavy.


    I think he knows something that we dont, said Rocky putting on his puffa jacket and scarf. The man tucked the baby, who had now stopped crying, deeper inside his jacket and pulled up a hood from the back of his collar. He looked at the crystal in his hand. Molly concentrated on her gems.


    Here we go. She let her gems throw out a new invisible lasso. And just as she did, she, Rocky and Petula were tugged out of the moment and transported forwards in time.


    Once again warm time winds caressed their cheeks and the world became a blur. Above them the sky flitted through its costumes of colours. The sun and moon streaked across its vista like comets as the days and nights flashed by. Storms of rain rattled over their safe bubble and then the canopy above seemed darker for longer. The bush in front of them shot up, becoming a colossal wave of leaves, only to disappear and be replaced by a tree that grew and grew, its trunk thickening every second. Then the world materialized.


    And what a different world it was! Molly roughly calculated that they had stopped about another hundred and fifty years into the future. Gone was the hot weather. It had been replaced by wet and freezing cold.


    Shivering, Molly untied her anorak from around her waist and put it on. Inside the rucksack. Petulas fur bristled.


    The station in front of them had changed dramatically. The building was now egg-shaped. Pines and wintry conifers grew in its forecourt. The fields stretching away were muddy and icy. The grape vines and olive trees were gone. In their place grew low, bristly, hardy plants.


    Its like a different country, Molly whispered, her teeth chattering. What happened to the heatwave?


    I dont know. Its weird, but quick! Hes moving.


    The two friends hurriedly followed the man with the quiff past pale-faced people in long thick coats.


    Wherer yawer thick cots? said an old woman in a heavy Chinese accent. She tugged at her own green fuzzy cape. You catch flu in fancy dress. And you know how dangerous flu can be! We dont want more epidemic, do we?


    Molly nodded at her, watching the snatcher as he stepped into the egg-shaped building. Youre completely right, she said distractedly. But eggs will be eggs, she added nonsensically. She and Rocky swiftly followed the kidnapper.


    Inside it was bright and spacious. Warm air blasted through rusty grilles in the ground and strange music, like Chinese notes mixed with country and western, came from tinny-sounding speakers in the ceiling. In a metal box near the entrance a stall called WANGS advertised its wares.
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    Glittering electronic numbers and words flickered on black screens high up on the walls. The man inspected a timetable, and then turned to look at another. Worried that he might look directly at them next, Molly and Rocky quickly dipped into the stations glass-walled waiting room. Shrinking down on seats, they hoped they were invisible.


    Molly reached into Rockys rucksack and put her hands around Petula to give her a stroke. Im so sorry, Petula. This is so boring for you, isnt it? Maybe you should have stayed at home. Petula licked her hand. Then she gave a growl.


    Molly looked up. Two teenage girls were sitting on the bench opposite. Each was dressed in a waterproof velvety coat and in pointed boots that were seamlessly joined to the bottom of their drainpipe trousers. They looked like vampires as they were all in black, although the fatter girl had green hair and the other, pink. She had a gold tooth. They began to snigger.


    Raided your granny and grandpas wardrobes? they asked, smiling snidely. Think youll start a retro trend? Think old fashioned is cool?


    Molly gave them a cold stare. It was amazing she thought. Rudeness was rudeness, whatever century you were in.


    Is it so bad to look different? she countered. Maybe youre scared to look different.


    Rocky glanced out of the window. Still waiting, he said.


    Oooh! Weve got a hard nut here! laughed the teenager with the metal tooth. What have you got to say for yourself then, Bogey Eyes?


    Bogey Eyes was a name Molly had been called when she was younger by bullies in the orphanage. Theyd said her closely set green eyes looked like they were made of bogeys. Hearing the nickname again, Molly saw red.


    Hmm, sighed Rocky, raising his eyebrow to the teenager. You know, you shouldnt have said that.


    At once Molly summoned her hypnotic power. Her hypnotism was like a volcano that lay dormant inside her, but when she called on it, it could rise and erupt. She didnt need the full force of it this minute. A small vent of hypnotic lava would sort this person out. Mollys body warmed and tingled as her hypnotic powers flowed through her blood and surged up towards her eyes. Then she let the teenager have it. She bored her hypnotic gaze straight at the girls pupils. At once it was as if the girl had received an electric charge. Her head swung bolt upright.


    Sassy, what you doin? her friend said, waving a hand in front of the first teenagers face. Then she looked at Molly too. Both now sat stiffly like robots.


    You are now under my power, Molly began. Take off your coats and give them to us. The two girls dumbly undid their strange plastic-cum-velvet coats. Underneath one wore a rubbery vest, the other a metallic shirt. You, continued Molly, will sit quietly in this waiting room for three hours, speaking to no one. Then Molly and Rocky put on the futuristic coats.


    Theyre much too big for us, Rocky said. And theyre too thin for this freezing weather.


    Maybe, but theyll be good disguises, Molly replied.


    Transferring the bottle of water and the various bits and pieces that theyd brought with them into these big coats, Molly passed her anorak and Rockys sleeveless puffa and his cagoule to the girls.


    Wear these, she said. The two teenagers obeyed.


    You shouldnt be afraid of looking different, Molly advised. Variety is the spice of life.


    Molly, said Rocky, Dr Elvis has gone.


    
      
    


    Chapter Four
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    Molly and Rocky burst out of the waiting room and scanned the station. There was no sign of the baby snatcher. A shrill voice filled the dome of the egg building.


    Magnifloat for Vector Three. Two minutes until departure time.


    Do you think hes on that? Rocky read the signs for directions. Its over there! They ran towards a set of stairs and hurtled down them three steps at a time. Petula bounced around in her bag. At the bottom was an indoor platform where a tatty white bullet-shaped train had pulled up.


    Hes gone! hissed Rocky, panicking.


    Hell be in first class, Molly replied.


    Rapidly, but calmly, so as not to draw attention to themselves, they picked their way along the platform, dodging the bustling crowd buying wonton dumplings at a kiosk and stealing quick looks inside the train.


    There he is! Molly nodded subtly towards a seat. Id recognize that weird hair anywhere. Now we should get inside a different carriage. With a swish the grubby white doors of the magnifloat opened.


    Its got no wheels, Rocky observed, as Molly stepped inside, which is probably how it got its name. I wonder what magni stands for  magnificent or magnet? When you put two magnets together they either stick or they move apart  they kind of hover away from each other. Maybe its kept up by magnets.


    Molly looked to the left, where people sat in single or double egg-shaped spaces. Some had screens pulled down in front of their faces and were watching TV. Others were staring out of the window or reading from palm-sized electronic gadgets. Most had removed their coats and wore clothes made of strange plastics or shiny nylon. Lots had muddy shoes, but Molly noticed that this didnt make the floor dirty. For strangely the floor of the magnifloat was sucking up the dirt. She and Rocky sat down in a two-seater egg.


    Whats this thing with eggs? Rocky wondered.


    Maybe they worship chickens, Molly replied quietly. Then she reached into the rucksack and pulled Petula out. While she was giving her a good cuddle there was a hiss and the magnifloat rose up off the ground.


    Prepare for depar-ture! the loudspeaker announced in a Chinese accent. The magnifloat purred, then started to move. It glided out of the covered station into the cold. Molly marvelled at the futuristic snow-proof chalets that flashed past the window. She wondered what had happened to their home, Briersville Park.


    Within seconds they had picked up speed and their surroundings became a blur. Molly and Rocky sat back in their egg seat and inspected the coloured control panel. Rocky pressed a button. At once a screen flapped down in front of his eyes, displaying a choice of red squares with numbers on them. Rocky pressed number one.


    Using your control disc, press number of desired channel, read the screen. Finding a detachable keyboard in his left armrest, Rocky pressed number four and at once a newsreaders face shone out from a circle.


    Now for the weather, said a healthy-faced woman. It will be warmer tomorrow with temperatures of minus ten degrees celsius, dropping to minus fifteen at night.


    Crumbs! said Molly. We need to get Petula a coat. I wonder why its so cold here now. I mean, its mad  a century after our time it got boiling hot, and then a hundred and fifty years after that its the complete opposite.


    Look, in the corner theres a question box, said Rocky. He began tapping the keypad.


    The screen flashed and then answered:


    The period around 2100 was hot, due to massive global warming. The same global warming brought the temperatures of Africa, southern Europe and South America to such heights that there were massive droughts. This heat melted the polar icecaps and warmed up the seas. The sea, when warm, could no longer keep the Gulf Stream running. This was a current that brought warm Caribbean seawater and good weather to northern Europe. Once the Gulf Stream stopped, northern Europe received no more warm water from the south. Instead it got the weather it should always really have had, that of other countries with a latitude 45 North. This is how, by 2250, northern Europe has cold, cold winters and more extreme weather conditions than before. Meanwhile, the rest of Europe was not affected. Southern Europe has become so hot that it is now practically uninhabitable. Africa is a complete desert.


    Oh thats horrible, said Molly. Ask it a fun question, Rocky.


    OK. Rocky tapped in a question, the answer pinging up instantly.


    Lavatories in the year 2250 look like this. A picture of a toilet not dissimilar in shape to those in Molly and Rockys time appeared on the screen.


    There are many variations on this design. The modern lavatory will weigh and analyse a persons excretions and give a diagnosis of the persons health, including recommendations on what fuel food that person should be eating and what fluids they should be drinking. Waste is carried to sewer power plants to convert into electricity.


    Wow! said Molly. A loo that weighs your poo and tells you whether youre eating the right food!


    Cool, said Rocky. Cant wait to try one.


    At that moment there was a bleeping noise by Mollys leg. She jumped, then looked down and saw a low metal vacuum-cleaner-type object by her feet. The top of it suddenly lit up with the words: Magnifloat tokens, please.


    Uh-oh, I think it wants us to pay, said Molly. She glanced about the carriage and then felt inside her new coat pocket. She pulled out a handful of glassy discs. Whoops! she whispered. We took those girls money. She investigated another pocket to see what else the coats held. There she found some hard discs with Magnifloat Token embossed on them.


    Beep, beep, beep! the little robot now bleeped as if impatient. Molly held up the biggest token and, hoping it was the correct slot on the machine, pushed it in.


    Destination? the screen now read.


    Molly wasnt sure. Er . . . Wherever this will take us, please, she said.


    The robot whirred and then, where its tongue might have been, spat out two shiny triangular tickets. Arrival time  ten minutes. Have a good trip. Swivelling its metal frame and extending three silver aerials on its lid, the robot whizzed off to the next passenger.


    Molly looked at her hard glassy ticket. Return. London Sheng, it read.


    Dr Elvis might not be going there, Molly said. Well have to check on him at every station.


    Definitely, said Rocky. Oh, wow, now that is what I call crazy! he added in a whisper. Molly looked up and saw what Rocky was talking about. A woman with a turquoise all-in-one jumpsuit was walking past, and trotting behind her on a lead was a dog, or was it a cat? The creature had the body of a dog but the tail and head of a cat, and it was blue.


    Petula tilted her head and tried to understand its smell.


    That things been genetically engineered, Rocky said.


    Wow, Molly exclaimed. Then a silver object outside the train caught her attention. And how about that? She pointed. A small machine with a woman and two children inside it was flying alongside the train. The two kids smiled and waved at Molly.


    That must be bad when they have accidents in the air! Rocky observed. But I wouldnt mind having one.


    Molly and Rocky grilled the computer. They found out that the population of their country, the total number of people living there, was one-quarter the size it had been in their time.


    Thats amazing, Rocky commented. I wonder why its shrunk He tapped in this question and in a millisecond had his answer. Ah, so people had less babies, thats why, and  oh no!


    What?


    There was a flu plague that wiped out millions and millions of people!


    Crumbs!


    Rocky asked the screen more.


    And look . . . he said. Look how much of the rainforest has been wiped out! It says, Since the destruction of the rainforest, thousands of miles of green algae are now grown on all the seas to make oxygen for humans to breathe. Not very nice for swimming.


    But nice for breathing, Molly pointed out.


    They also found out that the language in their country had changed. It now had lots of Chinese words in it because Chinese people and their culture had spread all over the globe.


    Dishes like birds nest soup and bamboo shoots, bean curd and noodles are very popular, Rocky read. The knife and fork are things of the past. People eat with chopsticks.


    Im useless with chopsticks, said Molly. I can never get the food to my mouth.


    So youd be even skinnier if you lived now.


    Petula smelt the catty-doggy creature and felt very disoriented. She didnt understand the scents of this place. So many were the same and yet slightly different. She was still getting whiffs of the sinister man, two carriages in front, holding the Molly-smelling baby. The sourness coming from him made her feel very uneasy. Again she desperately tried to send a message to Molly to take them all home.


    Please lets go back, she begged with a quiet bark.


    Molly stroked Petulas forehead. Dont worry, she said, giving her a squeeze.


    Ten minutes later the magnifloat was nearing another station  a city station. They approached a mass of tall, ice-crusted buildings surrounding frozen lakes. Molly put Petula back into the rucksack. Sorry, she apologized, giving her ears a gentle rub.


    The magnifloat doors opened and Molly and Rocky stepped out into the freezing city. As they did, there was a hissing noise and their new coats did a miraculous thing: each puffed up so that the smooth velvet was now a mass of thick, bristly fur.


    Wow! Cool design, Rocky exclaimed, patting his chest. But they didnt stop to marvel at the coats for long, because the snatcher, instead of walking towards the escalators with all the other passengers, began heading towards an orange robotic station cleaner that was scrubbing the floor.


    Grab my arm, Rocky, if you dont want to get left behind. Instinctively Molly reached for her gems. In the next second the man with the quiff reached for his. Quickly, Molly sent out another time-travel lasso to follow him. With another BOOM, Molly, Rocky and Petula were whipped out of that time and the platform was suddenly left bare.


    On the other side of the magnifloat tracks a shrivelled hundred-and-sixty-year-old man saw them go. He smiled and shook his head. Science was amazing, he thought. Next time he travelled he would buy whatever ticket those children had bought.


    Wheres he going? Molly exclaimed in a whisper. The world whisked past them, billions of its seconds flitting by in a moment. Feels like two hundred years have passed! she declared with horror. Two hundred and fifty! And then they stopped, half a millennium away from their own time. Weve gone forward five hundred years!


    Molly and Rocky were stunned. The station had metamorphosed into some kind of airport. Sleek jet planes parked in neat lines stretched away into the distance. The snatcher made his way towards an aircraft that bore a resemblance to a fly. He was climbing its steps and nodding at the pilot.


    Molly quickly lifted herself, Rocky and Petula, into a time hover. In this state they were just a few seconds behind the mans time, and although they could easily see their surroundings, no one could see them.


    They ran to the insect-like plane. Hurriedly they mounted the stairs and walked straight through the man, who was speaking into some sort of device on his sleeve.


    This is so weird, said Molly. Where is he going? And why?


    Rocky shrugged, shook his head and looked about the aircraft.


    An air hostess in a tailored purple uniform and a purple and white skullcap stood in the planes gangway. Her hair was short and functional. Her eyes were vacant, as if there was nobody in. Molly instantly recognized the signs  she had been hypnotized. Her purple outfit, with its tailored cropped top, elbow-length sleeves and tight purple skirt showed her tummy button. To the left, in the flys eye part of the plane, was a pilot, also in purple. Still in their time-hover bubble, Molly and Rocky stepped past a round-faced elderly Chinese woman with blue eyes.


    Where shall we hide? Molly whispered, her heart pounding. I think we should materialize soon, as Im not sure Ill be able to time-hover on board a fast-moving object.


    Rocky nodded. How about that luggage cubicle? Shall we risk it?


    So the two got as comfortable as they could behind a suitcase and Molly brought them into the moment. Immediately their ears were bombarded with the noises of the airport and the hum of the aircrafts air-conditioning. Molly kept a tight hold on both her crystals and on Rockys arm, in case they needed to disappear again in a hurry. The man appeared in the entrance to the aircraft.


    Through a gap between the seats, Molly saw the Chinese woman leaping to attention. The snatcher passed her the baby.


    Its a boy, he said. Could have been a girl, there were two of them. Youre in charge of it now.


    What a sweet little dumpling you are. What an angel, the woman gushed.


    Hope youre not talking to me, the man with the quiff replied with a conceited laugh. Then, settling into a large reclining seat in front of hers, he pressed a button to make it flat. Slipping a blackout visor over his eyes, he lay down.


    The woman bent over the baby boy and smiled and cooed at him even though he was still asleep. Im so pleased to meet you, she said fondly. Now, youd better go in this cot.


    Molly gave Rocky a perplexed look. The woman had evidently been expecting the baby. She seemed to be some sort of nanny. Where were they all going? Molly didnt like it. Things were getting more and more mysterious.


    Now a sign at the front of the plane flashed: Buckle up seatbelts, and the flight attendant with the empty eyes checked that all passengers were secure before she sat down too. The engine started. When it reached a peak of whirring the aircraft pivoted on its wheels and headed towards a runway. There, the engines picked up more speed, until they made a zinging noise.


    Take-off was like going up in a fast lift  like a jack released from its box, the flying machine shot up in the air. Mollys stomach felt as though shed left it on the runway. She nearly screamed. Squashed in their cubicle, she and Rocky looked out of the window at the twenty-sixth-century world below. It was a scene of pine trees and snow and frozen lakes. Molly could hardly believe how her country had changed. People living here now would ski and skate and sledge. As they flew over domes and skyscrapers they passed other bug-like aircraft. Below them were tiny flying machines that seemed to be coasting at the height of houses. Then they came to the sea. The flycopter tilted upwards and a red light on the seat displays read: Propellers folding. Wings unfolding. There was a loud KERRRCHANK noise on either side of the aircraft. And then, with the red signs warning: Upward thrust, a huge jet engine sound whooshed from the back of the plane and they shot up into the sky. When they were high above the clouds the plane levelled out and accelerated. They were heading somewhere very, very fast.


    Were heading south-east, Rocky said, examining his compass.


    After fifteen minutes, the clouds cleared and the earth below became visible again. It was now snow-less, and they were whizzing over mountains. The pilots voice came over the loud speaker:


    Mont Blanc approaching. Five minutes till landing. The red signs flashed: Downward motion, and on time the aircraft tipped its nose to start circling towards the ground.


    Mont Blanc? Rocky whispered. If thats Mont Blanc, this is Switzerland and those mountains are the Alps. But theyve usually got snow on them, even in summer, and in winter they should look like white meringues and should be covered in skiers and snow-boarders. Molly peered out of the window. They were approaching a vast, grey mountain range with a huge, moat-like lake around the bottom of the biggest mountain. Rocky went on. And that lake must be Lake Geneva. But I dont remember it being nearly as big as that in my atlas.


    Propellers up, the warning signs declared. Again there was a KERRRCHANK as the aircraft converted itself from plane to helicopter.


    Now they were closer to Mont Blanc, Molly saw it was no ordinary mountain. Fantastic silver buildings with turrets were jutting out of the top of it and its side bore holes through which flycopters were entering and exiting, looking like bees buzzing to and from a hive. But the aircraft they were in wasnt going to the grand mountain-top city. Instead it approached the lake at the foot of it, where there was another sparkling city. Some of the houses here were palatial, surrounded by beautiful gardens with pools and tall trees. Around these smart houses were lush green fields, dissected by small roads, paths and canals and punctuated with tiny ponds and a few simple buildings. But this expanse of greenness wasnt everywhere. Beyond the massive lake was another town  a scruffy place with coloured houses and bare, arid scrubland that stretched away into the distance.


    The flycopter buzzed towards the biggest of all the palaces, bringing them directly over a circular target-like landing pad. Then it descended.


    At last, said the man with the quiff, slipping off his eye visor. Hope Her Little Highness appreciates this.


    
      
    


    Chapter Five
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    The door of the aircraft slid open and its steps unfolded. Mollys heart thumped against the inside of her ribcage like some bass percussion instrument. She was suddenly horribly nervous. She touched the scar on the side of her neck  the scar that had been the result of another time-travel adventure. Perhaps this trip would scar her too. But going home wasnt an option now. She had to finish what shed set out to do. Her own brothers future lay in her hands.


    She brought Rocky, Petula and herself into a time hover and, in the mist that hid them, they followed her baby brothers party into the hot sun outside.


    Before them was a garden filled with palm trees and flowering bushes. From a tall cypress hung a swing on long ropes and behind it Molly could see what looked like the top of a red helter-skelter. As she and Rocky turned to follow the other passengers they saw that the house theyd come to was spectacular. It was made up of a series of giant silver igloos with small ones attached. These nestled around it like chicks about a mother hen. Some igloos had vertical slits of glass in them, others large fisheye windows. All had tall aerial-like flagpoles on top giving them the appearance of massive silver fruits with stems.


    The man with the quiff stepped towards the largest building and was immediately met by a guard. The guard, who was dressed in red and white like a toy soldier nodded and waved his hand over a pad on the wall. The igloos door slid up, opening like an eyelid and the man ushered the nanny with the baby through. Molly and Rocky hurried after, safely invisible in their time-hover veil.


    Inside the dome was a high, curved room with a pink marble floor. At its centre hung another long-roped swing. This one was moving backwards and forwards with a young girl sitting on it. Molly reckoned she was about six. She was wearing a pink plastic dress and, on her feet, high-heeled cartoony boots. Her hair was sprayed into a beehive style so that it towered above her Oriental features. Unlike ordinary beehives, it then curled on top like a question mark. Her mouth was small and mean, and her expression was one of grim determination as she urged the swing as high as it would go. Around her stood five other children, of varying ages from about six to twelve  three girls and two boys. One girl looked Mongolian, another was black and the third was white. The first boy was black and the second, Asian. All were dressed in brand-new-looking, brightly coloured clothes, and each had a peculiar hairstyle, ranging from jagged Mohicans to ponytails set so that they wiggled upwards. And beside them stood three suited adults: two women in black suits and a man dressed in dark maroon. They looked as though they were teachers  or guards.


    Seeing the new arrivals, the little girls face lit up and she clapped her hands. A butler, in an embroidered gold waistcoat, a white shirt and tailored gold trousers, caught the swing to stop it. The girls legs dangled as she slowed down, and, bowing, the butler passed her a saucer-sized swirly lollipop.


    The child snatched it and gave it a lick.


    Molly quickly led Rocky behind a lime-green, banana-shaped sofa at the edge of the room. Around the side of it they could see some of the action without being noticed themselves. And here Molly could release the time hover to hear what was being said. Molly stroked Petula to keep her quiet, then let them join the six-year-olds time. At once a conversation became audible.


    . . . dat de one? the girl was saying in a squeaky, bossy voice.


    Without a doubt, Your Majesty, said the man with the quiff. There were in fact two of them  twins. I could have chosen a girl.


    The child hopped off the swing and walked towards the nurse, her sharp heels clipping the pink stone floor. I must say this trip was rather exciting, the man continued, I went the long way, via the year 2250, and I had a ride on a magnifloat! Ignoring him, the girl clicked her fingers and pointed to the ground. A servant brought her a stool to stand on. Tottering on it, she peered at Mollys brother. The other children gathered round too.


    Urrgh! Hes so ugly! she snorted. You know I fink ugly fings are weee-volting. Shall we give him to de surgeons to make pwettier? She laughed. The man with the quiff looked puzzled.


    Dont be ridiculous, Qingling, he said. You cant give children or babies plastic surgery to make them more beautiful  their faces are still growing.


    Oh, Wedhorn! the girl giggled, waggling her lollipop at him. You never can take a joke, can you? But he is disgustingly ugly. Almost as ugly as a mutant! Around her the other children tittered. I just hope he impwooves. Molly noticed a star-shaped birthmark on her wrist.


    Dont be too rude about him, Redhorn said, stroking his quiff. Dont forget, we need him if our endeavours are going to be successful. He smiled nastily. And remember, he is one of my relations.


    Wemind me again how de family twee goes.


    Well, his mother was my great-great-great-goodness-knows-how-many-greats grandmothers cousin. It took me quite a bit of hunting about in the past to find him. I hypnotized all the hospital staff to wipe his details from the records and forget he ever existed.


    Hmm, vewy unintewesting. The good fing is, hes here. Well done. Then, tossing her lollipop into the air and catching it again like some expert juggler, the girl let out a screech that woke the baby.


    Miss Cwibbins!


    A tall, thin woman in a grey tunic, with a strangely beautiful face smooth as porcelain and golden hair scraped into a bun, stepped in through a side door. Her face was powdered white and her cheeks were tinted with circles of rouge. Above her left cheekbone there was a dense black beauty spot. Like an officer presenting herself, she stamped her foot and slapped her hands behind her back.


    Yes, Madame Fen Fang Feng Yang Yong Yin Ying Kai-Ying? she drawled. As she spoke something poked its head over her shoulder. It was a pink cat with yellow eyes. Then in the next moment Molly saw that it wasnt a cat. Only its head was cat-like. Its eight furry legs were those of a spider.


    Dis is de infant, the girl said.


    The skinny woman sniffed at the crying child and wiped her thin nose with a grey hanky. Seems healthy enough.


    You wont need to attend to its education for a few years, the girl elaborated, so dont look so alarmed. Nurse Meekles will see to its needs now. Wont you, nurse? The Chinese woman, who was rocking Mollys brother to quieten him, smiled.


    Take de baby, the girl dismissed her. Luckily we wont need to see it until its gwown up.


    It will be my pleasure, Fen Fang Feng Fing, er, no, Yang Yong Yin er . . . Qin . . .


    STOP! the small girl shouted. If you cant get it wight, dont say it at all. Maybe if you could wemember what my name means, you might be able to say it!


    I can remember what it means, Your Majesty, the nurse replied calmly. Its just my tongue gets tied around all the Yings and Yongs.


    Oh, so what does it all mean den? the little girl asked, looking around smugly to make sure that everyone was paying attention to the nurses humiliation.


    What, you want me to tell you now?


    Yes, lets see if you can wemember. Itll be a nice game. I wouldnt be surpwised if looking after babies and toddlers has wotted your bwain!


    The nurse looked at the ground and then began. Well, Fen Fang means fragrant, and Feng means phoenix.


    The little girl interrupted her. Phoenix  de bird dat gwows old and den dies and den is born again. Dat suits me, doesnt it, Wedhorn? The man with the quiff smiled and nodded.


    The nurse continued. Yang means beautiful, Yong means forever brave, Yin means silver, Ying means cherry flower and Kai-Ying means exceptionally bright.


    Exceptionally bwight! Well, dat is most definitely me!


    Molly nudged Rocky. Exceptionally nasty and pleased with herself too, she whispered in his ear. I wonder what that is in Chinese.


    Poo Pong, Rocky replied quietly. The little girl had now been given a silver rope and was skipping.


    And Qingling, the nurse finished, means celebration of understanding.


    Well, all wight, so you do know de meaning! the girl said, out of breath as she jumped. But, as Ive said before, I WONT have people twipping up on my name as dey say it, so if any of you  she stopped and pointed the handle of her skipping rope at each person in the room in turn  if any of you are in any doubt about my name, just call me . . . She walked over to the tall man standing behind the other children. Just call me what?


    Just call you Princess, Your Majesty.


    The small girl laughed. YES! she shouted. She consulted a flower on her dress. Half an hour until our satellite meeting with Japan, Wedhorn. Are you wedy?


    The quiffed man nodded. But dont hurry me. Remember, Ive travelled to the twentieth century and back again to fetch this brat for us today. Its tiring, Qingling, and a strain on my heart too. You sometimes act as though you think time travelling is as easy as yo-yoing or hula-hooping or skipping. Give me ten minutes in the relaxation chamber and Ill meet you in the communication room. With that, the girl, her entourage of children and the grim adults, followed by Redhorn, Miss Cribbins and the servants, filed out through a door at the back of the room. The nurse, still cuddling Mollys brother, was the last to leave.


    Soon the domed entrance hall was empty and Rocky, Molly and Petula were left alone.


    Phew! Its so hot, gasped Molly, taking off her coat. Rocky ripped his off too. Who was that kid? Molly said. Ive never seen a kid so . . . so . . .


    So bossy?


    So advanced, Molly concluded. Shes a spoilt princess. Do you think those other children are her brothers and sisters?


    Rocky shook his head. They cant be, he said. They were all so different. One looked Mongolian. The tall girl was black, Molly. Forget them. What do we do now?


    I dont know, Rocky. I mean Id love it if we could just take the baby back now, back home. I really dont like it here  it gives me the heebie-jeebies. But if we took him back . . . well, first of all, they obviously want him for something special and so theyd soon send that man Redhorn to find him. And in the meantime, Redhorn would definitely sort you and me out. Plus, if I take the baby and put him back in his cot, maybe my whole life will change because of it, and yours too. And if that happened, then Lucy and Primo might still be hypnotized by Cornelius!


    Rocky winced as he considered the situation. Molly flicked her tooth with her nail and thought.


    I know what we have to do, she finally said. We have to go forward in time to when the baby is the same age as I am now. Then we can start to interfere. I dont know what well do with that Redhorn man. Urrgh, I cant believe that Micky and I are related to him! Suddenly a look of panic crossed her face. Maybe there are other time travellers too, other hypnotists like Redhorn.


    Molly, I hope I can be useful on this trip, Rocky said. Im not exactly the worlds best voice hypnotist. I always feel like youre doing all the work.


    Dont say that, Rocky. I couldnt do this without your help. You know so much and youre good at thinking things through logically.


    Rocky smiled. OK. Anyway, how are the skin scales?


    Molly touched the dry patch behind her ear. It had definitely grown a bit. Its fine, she said. Anyway, its just part of the deal.


    Rocky scrunched Petulas ears. Well, lets go and meet your brother then.


    Shall we stop on the way and see how hes growing up? Molly pondered.


    If we do, we risk being seen. Rocky rolled up the coat hed been wearing. Well need to borrow some clothes from those kids so we can blend in.


    If they live here, said Molly.


    And well have to keep our eyes open for security cameras, as I bet this place is crawling with them.


    Molly cast her eyes down at her gem and thought hard for it to take them slowly forwards to two years further into the future. Rocky held on to her arm and gripped the rucksack that Petula was in. Time skittered by. Occasionally Molly slowed them down to a time hover to see how things were turning out. She and Rocky felt like flies on walls as they watched, unseen. They saw the princess on the swing  always dressed in outlandishly frilly or sparkling outfits. They saw the bigger children come and go with the stern-looking beautiful Miss Cribbins, as well as some other very serious adults. Occasionally there were seats in the room  seats that were hidden in the floor and that rose up when they were needed. The princess would sit on one, holding court, entertaining or arguing with smartly suited grown-ups. Molly couldnt understand it at all  these adults didnt look like the princess. Molly wondered where her parents were.


    And then there were long periods when only servants visited the room. Molly stopped in one of these times. The room was warmer than it had been when they arrived because an even hotter sun was beaming through the windows.


    Phew! Rocky panted. It must be scorching out there!


    Doesnt seem to be anyone about, said Molly, listening for signs of people. Shall we have a look around? Shivering with trepidation, she lifted Petula out of her rucksack. Petula shook herself and licked her lips. Molly poured some of the water shed brought with her into Rockys cupped hands and Petula lapped it up. She wondered why her mistress smelt so fearful.


    Then quietly they approached the door at the far end of the enormous room. At a slight touch to its yellow control pad it glided open.


    Beyond, a honeycomb of silent passages led to the other igloos and other rooms. Straight ahead were some stairs. There didnt seem to be any cameras spying on them, and so Molly and Rocky tiptoed up. At the top was a giant, curved, bug-eye window with a view of the vast mountain above. On a table beneath the window was a long screen showing live pictures of the surrounding countryside and the lake.


    There must be a rotating camera on the roof of this building, Rocky decided. Its turning three hundred and sixty degrees  thats how this view shows whats all around.


    Molly and Rocky quickly studied this strange world. They saw aerials and the silver tops of other spherical buildings peeping over the crowning branches of flowering trees. It seemed that other, similar igloo cluster estates were nearby. And, not far away, water glittered in the harsh sunlight, with a few white boats sailing on it.


    Seems theres a breeze out there, Rocky observed. But its quiet, isnt it? Look, theres no air traffic in the sky here. This place is a ghost town. In contrast they saw that up at the top of the mountain it was very busy. Light aircraft buzzed in and out of its cave-like entrances. Molly snapped into action mode.


    Lets make the most of this, she said. Come on!


    They crept along a maze of deserted passages, darting past cameras that were trained on the corridors and quietly opening doors. Petula kept close to them, her claws quietly clipping the smooth, shiny floor. Eventually they found a series of bedrooms. One, with its blinds closed, was a tall room with a curved ceiling. Its bed was quilted in pink and gold with big, flower-shaped pillows to match. Huge stuffed toys lined the walls and sitting on chairs were sophisticated dolls whose eyes stared accusingly at the intruders.


    Her Ladyships room, I suppose, said Rocky. Some of her toys arent toys at all. Look at that camera thing . . .


    And that fancy jewellery, Molly added. She must be about eight by now. She touched a yellow-haired doll. The dolls eyes opened and it grabbed Mollys wrist.


    Aaargh! Molly yelled.


    Aararhah, the doll snarled.


    Rocky pulled the toys hand away and it was still. Programmed to be nasty, he said, grimacing.


    Molly rubbed her wrist. Imagine what dolls tea parties are like round here.


    Next door was a games room full of crazy-looking futuristic games. Its monitors and computers were all switched off. On a table was a flat black box with the words CAT AND MOUSE on it. Rocky picked up the controls. He couldnt resist switching it on. Immediately a very realistic hologram of a cat rose up from the box, and then a mouse. Petula growled. Rocky swivelled the joystick on the controls. The mouse began to move towards the cat. At once the cat swiped at it. Quickly Rocky moved the mouse away, but no sooner had he done this than the cat pounced. What followed was revolting. The hologram cat ate the hologram mouse.


    What a horrid game! said Molly. Petula whined at the odourless cat.


    Yuck, agreed Rocky and switched it off.


    The adjacent room was also full of toys and games.


    At least therell be lots for your brother to play with, Rocky said, loitering at the door. But come on, Molly  Im starting to get nervous. This place is suspiciously quiet. Im getting spooked.


    After a dividing corridor, three more bedrooms with bathrooms attached and three more spacious living rooms, they came to a wall with a door in it. This led to a small apartment. They found themselves in a sitting room with views of the gardens behind. The furniture was all upholstered in floral material, making inside feel as garden-like as outside. On a shelf stood a photograph in a silver frame. Unlike a regular photograph, this one moved. In it was the nurse, holding up a two-year-old boy. He squeezed her nose as if it was a horn on a bike and she laughed, though there was no sound. The screen went blank. Then another short sequence commenced. This time the boy was at a table, feeding himself. His face was plastered with porridge. He shook his spoon and blew a raspberry, spraying half-chewed porridge at the camera. His hair was fair and curly. His eyes were closely set and the same green as Mollys.


    He looks so like you, said Rocky.


    Petula sniffed about the carpet and at the paintings of animals on the walls, and then made her way into the next room. This one was simple with coloured shapes and mobiles hanging from the ceiling.


    Where is he right now, I wonder? said Molly, glancing out of the widow to the mountain city above.


    Seems like everyones there, said Rocky. Its like every so often they move up there.


    For special occasions, suggested Molly, or to avoid this heat? Look how hot it is outside. The heats making shimmery lines come off the earth. This palace garden is only green and flowering because it gets watered. I bet the countryside around the lake is drier than a bone, drier than a desert dinosaur bone.


    Petulas ears pricked up, but seeing no bone materialize she went back to sniffing the floor. There was a strange Molly-like smell. It was as if someone like Molly lived in this room.


    Mont Blanc, said Rocky, means white mountain. White because it used to be covered in snow. Obviously, five hundred years from our time, Molly, this place has heated up. I expect in the winter it probably still gets a bit cold up at the top of the mountain because its higher. So in the winter its better for people down here because its warmer, but in the summer, when its boiling hot  sweltering hot down here  its cooler up there.


    Molly was too busy trying to find a disguise for them to wear so she only half-listened to Rockys theories. Wow. Nothing to fit us here. Come on, lets try another part of the building.


    And so they continued, dodging cameras and exploring. At the other end of the corridor was a bridge-like passage that took them into another igloo. This one housed an apartment for the thin Cribbins woman. They could tell, because in a wardrobe near the bathroom were rows of her distinct, austere outfits. Each was a slightly different shade of grey. On the walls were mahogany-framed display cases full of dull-coloured, dusty dead butterflies, pinned and lifeless. The carpet was black, as was the bed, and the room was sparsely furnished, without belongings, as though everything had been hoovered up. All except for a front-door-sized glass box that stood in the corner.


    Inside this was a beautiful silvery-white spiders web. And on its floor, a black velvet cushion. This was, Molly realized, where Miss Cribbins kept her strange cat-cum-spider pet. Petula sniffed at the cobwebby, feline smell. She didnt like spiders and she loathed most cats. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. Then she smelt something else. A person was coming. They smelt of vinegar and something feathery too. She growled.


    I just heard something, said Rocky, lingering by the door. Someones coming. Quick! But it was too late. In the next moment, a cleaner dressed in a strange Little Bo Peep outfit entered. Instead of a crook she carried a feather duster. In her other hand were a cloth and a container of some sort of cleaning fluid. When she saw the two children she stopped dead in her tracks.


    Can I help you? she said in a monotone.


    Um, were friends of erm . . . the princess, Molly lied, thinking quickly. She said we could come down here and look at the kennel that the spider-cat is kept in. Were both getting spider-cats ourselves too you see, um, this Christmas. The Bo Peep woman narrowed her eyes.


    They are called cat-spiders and they are very rare. Only elderly royal court members are permitted to own them, she said.


    Ah. Well, that was true, Molly explained, trying to dig herself out of the hole shed obviously fallen into. They changed the rules yesterday!


    And Christmas? the woman asked. Where will you be celebrating that?


    Oh, up at the palace, Molly continued. Theres going to be turkey and everything. As Molly said this she realized that her lies had not worked one jot. The woman was frowning. But we must get going now. Nice to meet you.


    Christmas is not celebrated here. It hasnt been for hundreds of years, said Little Bo Peep. Molly nodded. And as she did, she prepared her eyes.


    The woman looked as though she was about to sound the alarm. And so Molly let her have it.


    In three seconds flat the Bo Peep womans eyeballs were twitching in their sockets and she was completely hypnotized.


    Are there any other people in the building today? Molly asked.


    The woman shook her head.


    Good, said Molly. Now, you will completely forget that youve ever seen us. OK?


    The Bo Peep woman nodded her head of curls. Please get on with your business, but before you do, I lock these instructions in with the password, Petula. The lady left.


    In the next igloo was a set of rooms inhabited by children  though judging by their belongings they werent ordinary children. Their shelves contained old leather-bound books, antiques now, originally from Mollys time and before, with titles like The New Elements of Geology and Space Programmes for the Millennium. On shelves were stacked complicated puzzles and scientific instruments. Large desks with sophisticated computer keyboards built into them stood in every room. The cupboards in these rooms were stuffed full of childrens clothes that were a perfect size for Molly and Rocky. Molly pulled out a stiff white cotton-like jumpsuit covered in zips and pockets. The shoes she found were fabulously sleek and modern-looking.


    Trainers of the future, Molly said, admiringly. But too small. Ill have to stick to mine. Rocky chose an olive-green suit. It was slightly heavier than Mollys but of the same design.


    Lucky we dont have to dress up like poor Miss Bo Peep, he said.


    Soon both were ready, their own clothes and their bits and pieces stuffed into Petulas rucksack. The big coats theyd taken from the teenage girls at the magnifloat station were now a burden.


    What shall we do with them?


    Find a bin? Rocky suggested quietly. But we dont want to leave clues for that Redhorn man.


    Molly glanced at the moving photograph of the rooms owner. The boys hair was scraped back and slicked with some sort of gel. In another picture the Mongolian girl had a question-mark-shaped hairstyle that was similar to the beehive hairdo of the six-year-old princess on the swing.


    Molly pointed to them. Weve got to look a hundred per cent right.


    Rocky curled his lip. Do we have to?


    Yes.


    They went to the bathroom and opened a cabinet. Here there were lots of bottles and jars with perfumes and creams, as well as packets of multicoloured pills. There was a section full of hair products. Molly made Rocky sit down and she squirted a large amount of a see-through purple gel into her hand.


    Hold still. She wiped the gel into Rockys curly black hair, adding more until it was saturated; then she scraped it all back with a comb.


    Uurrrghh. Feels cold and slimy, like mashed slugs, he complained in a whisper. Thanks. Now your turn.


    Mollys stringy hair was more difficult to set, but eventually, after using the rest of the gel and a lot of hair-fixing foam too, Rocky managed to get it up on top of her head. Her question mark looked more like an exclamation mark, but it was just about right.


    Petula cocked her head and wondered what Rocky and Molly were up to. She hoped they werent going to rub the fruity, synthetic-smelling stuff on her. Mollys pointed pixie-like hair reminded Petula of when Molly had lathered up her hair at bath times in Briersville. Thinking of home now made Petula want to go back. She didnt like this place at all. It had a bad feeling. She whined again, trying to beam her thoughts up to Molly. Please, Molly, cant we go home?


    Molly turned and smiled down at her. I agree, Petula. Its a really stupid hairstyle. Smelly and sticky. Molly stuffed the empty canister into the bag with their clothes. Then, silently, they checked the bathroom was spotless and went back to the bedroom. OK, Rocky, were ready. Mind you, there is a problem.


    Id say weve got a few, said Rocky, tweaking her hair. Which one in particular are you thinking of?


    Well, we want to go forwards in time until my brother is the same age as me  so thats nine and a half years from now.


    Rocky nodded.


    But when he got here as a two-day-old baby it was winter.


    Yeeees, said Rocky slowly, seeing what Molly was coming to, so everyone was down here and not up there in the mountain.


    Exactly, said Molly. Lets say it was January or something. Well, eleven years on its January, but eleven and a half years on its July. So hell be up there! Molly pointed to the city above.


    True. Well just have to hitch a lift up to the mountain top.


    At least now we look the part.


    Um . . . sort of, said Rocky, worriedly eyeing Mollys hair.


    
      
    


    Chapter Six
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    Outside the igloo house it was so hot that Petulas soft paws couldnt stand on the tarmac. Molly picked her up and with the other hand cupped her gem necklace. Rocky dumped the two coats into a bin beside the flycopter landing pad and then put his hand on Mollys shoulder.


    Hope no one can see us, he said, glancing about.

    
    With a BOOM they were off, hurtling into the future. Molly counted four years whizzing by and then brought their time travel to a very slow pace. From the protection of a time hover they watched the world about them. Various aircraft landed and took off, and people moved at very high speed as though on a film that had been fast-forwarded. Then Molly spotted the flying machine they had arrived in. They saw Nurse Meekles holding the hand of a curly-haired little boy and leading him towards the flycopter. A servant dressed like Dick Whittington, in puffed-up shorts and over-the-knee boots, was loading cases onboard. The sky was speckled with aircraft, both above them and beside the mountain. It looked like some sort of rush hour. Molly pulled Rocky towards the steps and, invisible to all there, they went aboard.


    Miss Cribbins, the smooth-faced beauty with icy eyes, whose hair was now pillar-box red, sat in the seat behind the pilot with her pink cat-spider crouched on her shoulder. Nurse Meekles and the boy were in seats across the aisle.


    Molly and Rocky hid in the same cubicle space as the last time before they materialized. They listened to the nurses kind tones as she talked to the boy and to Miss Cribbins as she scolded him.


    No, you cant play with that in the flycopter, said Miss Cribbins harshly. In fact, Im confiscating it. A large squashy dinosaur flew over the seat and landed in the cubicle on Molly.


    MMMWWEEERGHHHH! it roared as though sounding the alarm. Rocky pulled a face at it.


    But hell be lonely in the back! the boy cried.


    Oh, stop snivelling, Miss Cribbins replied. Then her words were muddied by the sounds of the engines.


    Oooh my tummy! the small boy screeched as they soared upwards through the air towards the city at the top of the mountain. Molly peered out of the window.


    Nearer the mountains craggy top, she saw that the cloud-kissed city was far more lavish than she had realized. Its buildings were turreted with silver and glass and copper and behind walls were marvellous gardens with fountains and trees and sculptures. The flycopter ascended higher and higher, up to the lofty peaks of Mont Blanc. They were approaching a palace far bigger than any of the other residences around it. It had ten or fifteen metal turrets and many ornamental gardens. Below was a cliff-side entrance. The flycopter flew in.


    As the engines died down and the machine parked, the little boy clapped his hands.


    Im so excited, he shouted. This is going to be so much fun!


    Miss Cribbins, Molly could see, through a crack in the chair, had turned to face him. Not now you are four, she said harshly. This summer you are going to work hard, Micky Minus. Your lessons start with me. You wont be lolling about with Nurse Meekles any more. She smiled, her strangely beautiful face made ugly by her malicious eyes, and then she chuckled. Youre going to be so tired from work, young man, that you wont have the energy to play. And youd better work hard, because you know how the princess hates ugly things. Youre not the worlds most handsome child, are you now? Youd better make up for it by working, because if you dont please Her Highness, she might send you to live with the mutants!


    Molly shot Rocky a look of horror, then mouthed the boys name. Minus? she questioned silently. Rocky shrugged as if to agree that it was a weird surname. Then Molly lifted them into a time hover and, feeling safe, she, Rocky and Petula followed the party out.


    They walked through a cavern-like aircraft hangar to a tall door and up a slope into a courtyard. Here Micky Minus clutched Nurse Meekles, hugging her leg. Only when Miss Cribbins had gone did he relax. As an entourage of servants brought their suitcases the little boy charged down covered walkways and skipped through the gardens. He sprinted down paths, hopped past ponds and galloped over tiny bridges. He stopped once to inspect a rainbow-coloured parrot sitting in a tree. Then he ran on until he came to a tall green door. Beyond this was the courtyard nursery. He shot towards a pool there and peered in. Silver fish flashed in the water. Molly led Rocky and Petula behind a bush and let them all arrive in the time. The air here was cool and the sunlight a perfect brightness.


    I think the big furry fish has had babies, Micky was saying. Then as the nurse came over to look he confided, Ai Mu, I dont want to have lessons with Miss Cribbins.


    You have to, the Chinese woman said reluctantly. Ive told you, little Ping  its part of growing up.


    I dont want to go and live over there.


    But they need you, dumpling. Youve got a very important job to do. And youll be able to come and visit me. Look how near I am. And that stuff Miss Cribbins said about the mutants  well, thats nonsense.


    I dont want to go! wailed the small boy, and he began to cry.


    Molly bit her finger. I wish wed gone straight to when hes eleven, she whispered. This is horrible. I want to take him back right now, but we cant. Theyll only send that Redhorn man to get him again.


    There was a BOOM as Molly took them into the future again. Nurse Meekles looked up.


    What was that noise? Micky Minus asked.


    Dont you worry, my little sugar.


    With elegant accuracy Mollys red gem thrust her, Rocky and Petula forward to the time when Molly would be the exact same age as Micky Minus. They came to an abrupt halt. A silvery, bright sun shone down. Molly placed Petula on the ground.


    Poor Petula! Youve probably had enough of this. Go on  go and have a good sniff about. Petula looked up at Molly gratefully, then cautiously began investigating the garden. She found a smooth stone on the gravel. She picked it up in her mouth and began sucking it.


    Ill just have to hypnotize anyone who comes along, Molly said. We cant keep carrying her.


    I agree, said Rocky. He was trying to sound relaxed but Molly knew he was worried because he still gripped her arm tightly. I hope, he said, pointing to a camera attached to a small tree, that the palace guards arent paying too much attention today.


    Well sort this out now and then well just zip back to the twenty-first century, Molly said, sounding more confident than she felt.


    Rocky nodded. His eyes ran around the windows of the nurses quarters. Micky must be living in another part of the palace by now. Lets go and find him.


    Molly whistled quietly for Petula. Wonder why hes called Micky Minus? she whispered as they walked past the nurses rose beds into other colonnaded gardens. Treading quietly, the friends kept to the shadowy cloisters. Then they heard a noise.


    It was Miss Cribbinss cool snarl and it was coming from an open window nearby. Petulas ears pricked up as she smelt the horrid stench of the cat-spider. Molly and Rocky crouched down and, commando style, crept to the window. Then, carefully and slowly, they raised their heads and peered in.


    Miss Cribbins stood in front of a T-shaped stand. On this her cat-spider lay curled up and beside it was a computer that Cribbins tapped with a spiky finger. Behind her, a screen showed the image of a human body. It showed the brain, intestines, heart, liver, spleen, lungs  the bits and pieces that chug away inside each and every one of us.


    As I hope you remember, the tight-lipped woman was saying, knocking a fluorescent green sack-like shape on the screen with a baton, this is your stomach. Well, not your stomach. These are healthy intestines. Your insides are more like this . . . The sack on the screen, an empty, deflated balloon-type thing with pipes going in and out of it, now turned into something else. It became covered with red spots and growths and lumps.


    Looks painful, said a thin voice. Molly lifted her head higher to see who had spoken. She saw the back of a boy. His hair was brown and curly. But he wasnt sitting  he was reclining on a piece of furniture that was part stretcher, part chair.


    Of course it looks painful, Miss Cribbins retorted. It is painful, as you well know. Dont try to wriggle out of it and deny it. THIS IS WHAT YOUR STOMACH LOOKS LIKE!


    The intestines on the screen became a moving picture and the pustules and lumps on it oozed yellow slime. The boy said nothing.


    Which is one of the reasons, continued his nightmare teacher, why you are so WEAK.


    The picture changed so that now the model of the boy on the screen showed his muscles.


    These are healthy muscles, said the horrible governess. But these are yours. Instead of thick biceps flexing in the moving image, now there were thin, puny fibres. Miss Cribbins switched the computer off. Her cat-spider rapidly awoke, sprang off the pedestal and scuttled up her arm to perch on her shoulder. It is tea now, she said. As usual, the food will make you feel ill. Its pathetic that you are so allergic. What kind of human are you? Under her breath she muttered to her pet, I dont think he will ever get better. Do you, Taramasolata?


    Thank you, answered the weak voice, and excuse me. With that, as if on invisible ropes, the boys divan levitated and, humming, transported him through a door at the end of the classroom. Molly and Rocky saw his face as he turned the corner. It was the unmistakable face of Micky Minus.


    Miss Cribbins stood alone. Her pet cat-spider picked its way down her arm.


    Keep him down, she said, chuffing her sharp-toothed creature under its chin. Reduce him, knock him, worry his dreams. Dont destroy him, but keep him down. The cat-spider began to purr.


    Molly and Rocky dropped to their knees and exchanged a quizzical look. Molly put her forefinger to her head and, as if turning an invisible dial circled it round twice. Rocky nodded and mouthed the word Nutter.


    Molly wondered what had happened to Micky. Had he been in a terrible accident? Then she, Rocky and Petula wriggled away from under the window and followed the wall around.


    The first door they came to was a tall white one and it too was open. Inside was a gargantuan playroom with a giant curling slide that spaghettied around and down the room. Across the space, from a high platform down to a lower mat, was a tight nylon rope.


    Thats a pulley, Rocky whispered. You get on that thing with the seat on it at the top and you shoot down to the bottom. Its good fun.


    Not for my brother, said Molly. He probably couldnt even get up on it.


    Just then the far door opened and Micky buzzed in on his floating divan. Molly put her fingers to her mouth to give him a low whistle, but Rocky karate-chopped her hand to silence her.


    Not yet, he whispered. We need to know more about him.


    The boy silently drifted by into the next room, from where a thumping noise was coming. Molly, Rocky and Petula edged sideways, crouched below the open window and looked inside. There, they saw a sunken trampoline and bouncing up and down on this as though her life depended on it was a little girl. She was wearing a mustard-coloured dress with silver petticoats underneath. Bracelets jangled on her wrists while, amazingly, the girls hair, piled on top of her head in the shape of whipped ice cream, stayed rigidly in place.


    Lots of gel, Molly whispered. Her own hair was now collapsing, and sticky strands of it fell about her face.


    Bet shes a princess too, said Rocky. She must be the sister of the girl we saw before. Shes got exactly the same eyes.


    Where are the parents in this place?


    The childs high-heeled yellow shoes lay neatly on the floor beside the trampoline, and next to them was a pile of books. Molly noticed their titles. Astrophysics  Volumes One, Two and Three. Behind was a grand indoor swimming pool with pink lights glittering under the water.


    Tea, Micky Minus said nonchalantly, his floating divan heading straight out over the water towards the far door. The small girl jumped very high, did a somersault and then pounced on to a wheel-less scooter. Without a noise it rose up in the air. The girl drove it on two airborne circuits of the room and then waterskied it over the pool before disappearing through the door too.


    Bwing my fings! she shouted behind her. A hollow-faced servant in a medieval jester costume, who had been standing as discreet as a pillar, obediently trudged over to the yellow shoes and the books. The bells at the ends of his red felt hat jangled in the echoing room. His eyes were grey and empty.


    He looks hypnotized, Molly said, her voice barely audible.


    Not a good sign at all, said Rocky, checking behind them. That creepy Redhorn guy must still be about. Molly nodded. Hearing footsteps coming closer, they were both suddenly filled with alarm.


    Quick. Get in! Molly grabbed Petula and they all tumbled through the window. A soft pile of toys squeaked and jingled, squashing as they broke their fall.


    In a room reserved for guards at the other side of the building, twenty small screens showed what the spy cameras about the palace were scanning. Each was a monitor for ten cameras so the views flitted from one view of the palace grounds to another.


    Three tall, handsome men sat with earphones on, their eyes trained on the screens. All were silent, their heads occasionally nodding forwards because of the boredom of watching and listening to the predictable monitors. There hadnt been any intruders at the palace since a wild bird had become trapped in the dining room six months ago. They had darted the bird. It had been interesting to see the strategically positioned, poisonous darts work.


    The man on monitor one suddenly perked up. In room nine, two people  children, it seemed  had just entered through the window. The girl was carrying a bag of some sort. Now they were walking past the swimming pool.


    Impostors  room nine, he announced in a monotone.


    Immediately the man beside him got up and inspected the screen. Taking the decision not to fire poisonous darts at them, since an interrogation would be necessary, he ordered: Intercept  Number Twelve and Number Thirteen. Keep in contact.


    Number Twelve, for that was the name of the tall, strong guard on monitor one, and Number Thirteen immediately got up. They removed their headphones and replaced them with walkie-talkie receivers that they plugged into their ears. Taking two gun-like weapons from a shelf, they left.


    Molly and Rocky hurried towards the door at the end of the room. Beyond it was another garden  this one square and surrounded by sparkling walls. They began to move towards a silver door on the right, but just as they approached it, it made a bleeping noise. Molly and Rocky leaped for cover behind a bush. The jester servant theyd seen earlier walked past them as he returned to the swimming pool. The door bleeped again, giving Molly just enough time to pull her and Rocky through.


    Inside, the space was aquatically blue. Molly and Rocky stepped nimbly into a dark blue corner where they could hardly be seen.


    I wonder whats in there, Rocky whispered, nodding towards a dividing wall that hid the main part of the room. I dont like this, Molly  its weird here. Molly was feeling uneasy too, especially as a low, muffled moan and a squelching noise were coming from the room beyond. It smells of seaweed and salt, doesnt it? Molly nodded.


    Petulas nose picked up more. She could smell the young girl in the yellow dress. This girls odour was very like that of the girl on the swing. She could smell a man too. An acrid stench of fear was coming from him. Both were behind the partition. Under the mans panic Petula caught a whiff of books and paper and ink and the plastic of computers, as well as cheese. The man liked cheese. Petula tried to stretch her mind out to see if she could sense more of the mans feelings, but all she got was fear. Intense fear.


    Wh-what is that noise? Rocky stammered.


    Petula hung back.


    Molly gulped. Her blood was pumping through the veins in her temples at a galloping pace. She had a nasty feeling that the noise was Micky groaning. She stepped towards the screen and peered around it. Above her head, as if on hangers, hung the yellow dress and the high heels of the little girl. Beside them were a black all-in-one suit and a pair of brown rubber shoes. Then there was another partition.


    Molly leaned forwards and saw beyond it something giant and gelatinous and blue and watery. The thing squelched and quivered.


    And then Molly caught a glimpse of the girl. She was dressed in a shiny turquoise sleeveless wetsuit, with trousers that stopped above the knee. Molly couldnt see who was making the pained noise. Now convinced that it was her brother being tortured, Molly decided to step up to the screen and take a proper look.


    As she did, an extraordinary and shocking thing happened. The moment Molly entered the zone between the partition walls, a current  some sort of force field  surrounded her body, causing the zip of her white outfit to unzip. But not only that. Quicker than Molly could react, her feet were tilted forward and an invisible force removed her trainers. Her clothes were effortlessly peeled off and, in a flash, her precious crystal necklace was sucked off her neck. Before she could reach up and grab it, it was over her head and hovering three metres above her, along with her clothes, trainers and rucksack. The plastic strip that was one-half of the hospital band that had once been round Mollys twin brothers wrist, with its letters GAN TWIN written on it, floated down to the floor. For less than an instant Molly was left standing stark naked, and then something even odder happened. Blue lights shone at her body and before she could blink she too was wearing a shiny turquoise outfit made of the glowing electric-blue material. All this happened silently and took no more than five seconds flat.


    Molly touched her new outfit and desperately looked up at her necklace, dangling far out of reach. She shot a scared look back at Rocky. He had his hand over his mouth in horror. Then, hearing another moan, Molly inched towards the lower wall. She crouched down and poked her head around it.


    Now she could see the blue squelching thing in all its glistening glory. It looked like a massive jellyfish floating high in the air. Its strands and tentacles dropped down into deep, slimy, bubbling water.


    Beyond it was a platform and on this a seat. A man also dressed in an electromagnetic wetsuit sat gagged, with his body and arms apparently constrained by invisible forces. He was desperately trying to release his hands. A silver dome crowned his head. In front of him the girl stood like a DJ at a panel of switches and controls. Molly wondered whether to run forward and hypnotize her. She felt sure the girl was about to do something extremely bad. But before Molly was able to make her decision a heavy hand grasped her throat and another caught her arms in a full nelson.


    
      
    


    Chapter Seven
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    Molly gave a yelp and then began to struggle, but getting out of the grip of whatever Goliath was holding her was impossible. There was a scrabbling of claws on the floor as loyal Petula rushed forward to help her mistress. Immediately she was also given an electromagnetic dog-sized wetsuit. Looking like a blue mer-dog and bearing her teeth, she went for the legs of the man who held Molly, only to be kicked and hurled across the floor.


    Dont, Petula! Dont try! shouted Molly. At the same time she heard Rocky struggling behind the screen. Molly wriggled and attempted to turn her head so that her hypnotic eyes could be beamed at her captor, but she couldnt. There was no choice but to just hang listlessly. In front of her she could see the princess and the blue jellyfish creature. The girl turned to see what the commotion was, put her hands on her hips in consternation and then, calculating that the situation was under control, turned back to her complicated computer. To the right, Molly could see Petula recovering from her violent knock. How she wished Petula would use her doggy hypnotism now! That pug had hypnotic skills, Molly knew, because once, with a clear crystal in her mouth, shed made the world stand still. It had saved Mollys life.


    Petula barked weakly and staggered to her feet. If only the blue-suited man holding Molly was as easy to hypnotize as mice were. But she wasnt as in control of her hypnotism as Molly  Petulas hypnotism always felt like a fluke when it happened and anyway, right now she was in too much pain to even try.


    Rocky! Molly cried.


    Yeahhuhhh came Rockys reply as a hand clamped around his mouth.


    This annoyed the little princess. Be quiet, would you? she snapped angrily, with a voice just like her older sisters. Cant you see dat Im working on my mind machine? Giving a sharp trill of irritation, she resumed her work, jabbing at buttons and clasping dials to turn them. The blue jellyfish began to pulsate, then spark as tiny currents of electricity broke through it. It looked as if miniature lightning bolts were flashing inside its flesh. The princess donned a silver skullcap, very like the domed cap on the trapped mans head. Then, flinging her control disc on to the monitor desk, she stepped up on to the platform where her captive sat.


    Here we go! she exclaimed, and she sat back in a long, black, comfortable chair as if ready to enjoy some show. The man looking petrified, the princess perfectly calm, the operation began. Green and blue sparks started to explode from the mans domed cap. His limbs twitched and jerked as though he was being electrocuted, and his body pulsed with light, showing its very bones. The jellyfishs insides lit up with a bright white fiery display and then pictures of diagrams, and numbers and letters like complicated mathematical sums, sprang out of it to pose for a second above its gelatinous head before disappearing.


    Turquoise sparks flew into the girls headpiece, apparently causing her no discomfort. Shutting her eyes and smiling, she declared, Ohhh, I seee! and, Ahhh, now dat makes sense. As the mans body twisted, spasming at every spark and flash, she cried gleefully, Oh, of course! And so the process went on. Molly watched helplessly from her captors grip. Twice the girl recited a scientific equation as if reciting poetry.


    Pi equals MC squared plus the watio of two cubed minus fwee over four . . . hmm. And three times she clapped her hands in delight.


    Petula lay on the floor feeling bruised and scared. She too could see the strange performance around the jellyfish. She wondered where Rocky had gone. She sucked on the tag of plastic that shed found on the floor. She knew it was Mollys and that gave her comfort.


    Then finally the sparks stopped. With a sigh of pleasure the princess girl lifted the cap from her head. Her captives silver domed cap levitated from him as if lifted by invisible strings. His body was released from the chair.


    Fank you vewy much, said the child with an insane politeness. Dat was most intewesting.


    The man stared ahead of him as though trying to focus properly. He attempted to get up, but his legs, as if boneless, gave way beneath him. Looking like someone who didnt know who he was, or where he was, he was assisted to his feet by a servant and brought to the changing area, where his blue electromagnetic wetsuit was magically stripped from him and instantaneously swapped with his original clothes.


    The small girl strutted towards them. Without looking at Molly she stood in the changing area and was reclad in her yellow dress. As a gold bracelet was making its way to her hand she pressed a button on the wall and at once all of Mollys things thumped and clattered to the ground.


    Hmm, twenty-first-centuwy twainers and an owiginal pug dog. Uuurgh. The princess nudged Mollys sneaker with the toe of her yellow shoe. Then her dark eyes lit up as they fell on Mollys string of special crystals. But what are dees?


    Its just . . . just a necklace, Molly stuttered, hoping that she didnt know as much about time travel as her sister had. I wore it around my neck, here. Look . . . Molly was desperate to get the child to look at her. It shouldnt be too difficult to interest a six-year-old, she thought. Look at my neck. Ive got a scar here, now Molly lied, in the shape of a puppy.


    But the royal child wasnt to be distracted. She picked up the gems. It doesnt take a wocket scientist, although actually I am a wocket scientist  ha!  to guess that you, girl, are a time twaveller. I know these sorts of gems well. So its obvious youre a hypnotist too. I wecognize the dwoning voice. Cover her eyes, Number Twelve.


    Please! You dont underst Molly began.


    And dont speak! The girl slammed her hand over Mollys mouth. Or Ill have your mouth taped up!


    As a black piece of material was tightened around Mollys eyes, her world went dark. Molly suddenly felt really frightened. This girl reminded her of the sort of children who pulled the legs off insects or who threw stones at frogs. Molly felt worried for Petula and Rocky. She wondered what the girl would do with them. Where was the Redhorn man? And where was Rocky?


    So youre a time-twavelling hypnotist, the girl said, peering up at Molly. Molly could smell her breath. It smelt of bubblegum. But, de question is, what has bwought you here? Not a good hairdwesser  I can see dat.


    Molly felt scared and absurd both at once. She couldnt believe what a complete mess shed got herself, Rocky and Petula into. Then, as the peculiar child in front of her prodded her in the nose, Molly heard another voice from behind the screen.


    Thats right, the voice was saying. Look into my eyes. It was Micky Minus.


    In an instant, Molly realized that he too was a hypnotist. And then she felt really stupid. It hadnt occurred to her that Micky might be a hypnotist! How had it not! Hypnotism obviously ran in the family. Now Molly saw that, of course, this was the reason these people needed her brother. Molly could just imagine his green eyes working on Rocky. Though blindfolded, Molly pulled away to get to him.


    No! she shouted. Rocky, dont lis But this time a large hand clamped down on her mouth.


    Now . . . Micky was saying, now you are completely under my power. I seal this instruction in with the words . . . His voice trailed off to a whisper. Molly knew what he was doing. He was locking his hypnotic instruction in with a password. In a few seconds she heard Rocky complying.


    Ill do  whatever  you say, he said in a dead monotone.


    Molly was mortified. This was an unbelievably dreadful situation. But then, as if to prove that things could get a lot worse, the princess child in front of her declared hatefully, I fink well put you, Miss Whoever-you-are, on de mind machine!


    Mollys stomach tightened. Wh-what? The machine over there? She pointed, her blindfolded eyes darting in the direction of the giant jellyfish.


    Yes, the mad little girl replied. Or I might put your dog on first! She paused. Only joking. It cant decipher animal foughts . . . yet.


    Behind the wall Molly heard Micky questioning Rocky. So who are you and who is the girl? he asked.


    Im  Rocky Scar  let and she  is Molly  Moon, Rocky answered blandly.


    Minus, COME HERE! screeched the little girl. Come and see de worm Ive caught! Molly heard the now familiar hum of Mickys floating coach.


    Her name is Molly Moon, came her brothers weak voice.


    Is it now, my sick one? Moon! Hmm. Look at dees. Molly heard her necklace being rattled. And have you ever seen anything as disgusting as dees? And as for her, Im not sure I can stomach looking at her ugly face ever again. Her nose is almost as ugly as yours, Micky!


    Those shoes are ancient, said Micky. What period are they from?


    Early in the twenty-first centuwy, I fink, said the little girl. She picked up Mollys rucksack and began to look through it. With her lip curling, she pulled out Molly and Rockys jeans and dropped them on the floor. Then she inspected Petulas can of dog food.


    What is in dis obscene-looking parcel? she asked, fingering Mollys cellophane-wrapped sandwich. The man holding Molly removed his hand from her mouth for a moment so that she could speak.


    Thats a ketchup sandwich, Molly guessed nervously. Delicious. Try it if you like.


    The girl grimaced as though Molly had just invited her to eat a raw snail. She looked at the compass, the torch and the camera, and then read the date on one of Mollys banknotes. You are poorly equipped for a twip to your future, she commented drily. Then she addressed the boy. But shes a danger to you, Minus.


    Why is she here? he asked.


    At this point Molly just had to speak. With the fury of an angry bulldog she bit her guards hand. As it jerked away she shouted, Im your twin sister from the twenty-first century! Look at me  youll see Im your exact twin!


    Shut your cakehole! shouted the young princess. Dats porky-pies! Tape up her mouf! There was the sound of running feet as something was fetched. Soon Mollys mouth was zipped shut with uncomfortable sticky tape.


    Dont listen to her, Micky, continued the little girl. Shes been sent here to destwoy you. Quickly, we must get her on de machine.


    So it was as helplessly as a chicken being taken to the axe that Molly was pushed towards the platform chair. She heard the squelching jellyfish and Petulas loyal feet as she trotted along beside her. She smelt the minerals in the air. Molly desperately rifled through her brain to try to find some way to escape this fate. She didnt want to end up like the man had. She felt the seat beneath her as she was pushed into it, and the invisible force as her arms, legs and torso were held down. Struggle as she might, she simply couldnt escape. Then one of the egg-shaped silver-domed caps was lowered on to her head too.


    Mnnhummmmhm! Molly tried to shout. Petula began to bark relentlessly. Hands untied Mollys mask.


    Molly quickly drank in the situation. No one was going to be foolish enough to look at her. Rocky stood beside Mollys twin brother in the blue light. He was totally hypnotized. Both wore blue electromagnetic suits and both looked calmly on. How Molly hated Micky now!


    MMMHHMMMMUURGH! she yelled angrily at him through the tape. She wanted to shout, You pathetic, stupid person. Cant you see Im your sister? I came all this way for you, and youre just standing there waiting to watch me fry!


    Petula whined. She could feel Mollys fear and her anger. She knew her feelings were directed at the boy who smelt so strangely similar to Molly. Similar in the same way that puppies from the same litter always smelt alike. She began to bark at him. Molly turned her head. From the corner of her eye she could see the freakish six-year-old, now back in her shiny blue outfit, programming her machine, and she could just make out the words to a horrible nursery rhyme that she was quietly singing.


    
      
        
          Fwee blind hypnotists,

          Fwee blind hypnotists,

          One dead, one tamed, one fwee,

          One dead, one tamed, one fwee.

          They all have minds of dair own, you see,

          So keep them down or deyll eat you for tea.

          This ones memowies will be my fee,

          Fwee blind hypnotists.

        

      

    


    Molly didnt understand the rhyme. A fee was what a person paid someone else when they had done something for them. The princess hadnt done anything for Molly, so why did Molly owe her anything? And how would Mollys memories pay her fee? What did this machine do? Mollys hands began to sweat profusely. Her temples became moist as fear seared through her.


    Then the sinister child said slowly, Operation . . . suction . . . COMMENCE!


    Molly felt every hair on her head rise as an electric current passed through her. Her face tickled. And when she looked down at her hands she was filled with horror. Her skin pulsated so that every other second it became see-through and the bones there were visible. Her flesh tingled and then, as if the jellyfish was sending its tentacles into her thoughts, she felt her brain being rummaged through. She felt memories come alive in her mind and then she sensed that they were being snatched  they were being targeted by the electric sparks of the jellyfish machine and taken from her. Suddenly she found herself remembering reading and learning about hypnotizing. She saw pages flashing inside her head as though she was really reading them, but a hundred times faster, and then the memories disappeared. It was as if her thoughts were being vacuumed out of her skull. Then Molly remembered her early experiences of using hypnosis. The memories were stark and vivid. For instance, there was the time when she had practised with a pendulum. She remembered how shed hypnotized Petula for the first time. But as swiftly as she recalled the moment, the memory was snatched from her. Suddenly Molly couldnt think how shed mesmerized Petula at all.


    Molly winced and moaned with sadness as, time and time again, thoughts were taken from her. It was terrifying, as she had no control over the exodus. The riches of her mind were being stolen and she was being reduced  to what, Molly darent imagine. Then, finally, the jellyfish stopped sending out its arcing sparks. Her brain had been robbed of every piece of knowledge about how to hypnotize. Molly could remember her life and what she had done using hypnotism, but she couldnt remember how to do it.


    The flashing of the jellyfish quietened and Molly opened her eyes. She felt dazed. In front of her the huge blue blob quivered as it digested the information. Molly could see images of Petula and the words of the hypnotism book hovering above it before they were finally sucked in. Petula whined at her feet.


    Youf isnt evewyfing, said the strange six-year-old girl, switching the controls off. Knowledge is power. She glanced at Molly. Dis machine has just wemoved all your knowledge of how to hypnotize; derefore you are now no fret to us. She laughed gaily, then her face dropped to seriousness. Sadly, technology is not yet developed enough to take talent fwom a person, only knowledge. Talent, in case you didnt know, is de natural ability of a person to do somefing. And flair, or talent, is a major ingwedient for hypnotism. So dis is fwustwating, to say de least. But Im confident dat in a few years de technology will be dere, and den we will be able to extwact talent fwom people, and den I can put my cap on  the girl mimed putting a cap on  and absorb all dose lessons youve just given me and your talent cos Ill have dat by den too. Why, my bwain will suck it up like a bee sipping nectar from a flower! The little girl did a twirl, pirouetting on her toe. Well have to keep you for a few years, but well harvest de talent fwom you as soon as we can. And when we do  ooh l l! Ill be a hypnotist too. Fank you sooooo much.


    The child turned to a servant. As she did her bracelet moved to reveal a star-shaped birthmark. It was exactly the same mark the six-year-old child in pink had possessed, eleven and a half years before. So it wasnt a birthmark, Molly thought. It must be a tattoo, just like her big sisters.


    Take her to Miss Cwibbinss quarters, the princess instructed the guard. De girl needs top secuwity. With that she clicked a switch on the flower of her dress. Cwibbins! Got a bit of twouble here. Shes called Milly Moon. Sorted now. Twelve is bringing her over. Keep her guarded. Ill explain.


    With that, Molly found herself being firmly pushed and escorted to the blue dressing area. Here, her electric-blue magnetic suit vaporized to be replaced by her original white outfit. As her old trainers were being slipped back on to her feet her brother Micky hobbled out of the shadows and stared at her. Rocky stood behind him  a shell of the real Rocky Molly knew. Molly glared at Micky with smouldering, angry eyes. She wished she could have used them to hypnotize him. But that was impossible now. She had lost all memory of how to do it. Her mind felt full of holes, and at the blank look on Rockys face she felt a giant hole inside her too. A hole that was the emptiness of a lost friend. Petula was all she had now. And as she stood there shocked, dazed and sad, the small girl taunted:


    
      
        
          Baby, baby, stick your head in gravy,

          Wrap it up in bubblegum

          And send it to the navy.

        

      

    


    Molly looked down at her pet, who blinked loyally up at her. As Molly was led away, Petula trotted after.


    
      
    


    Chapter Eight


    [image: ]


    Molly felt numb. Her head was whirring. And as a servant dressed in a woodcutters outfit led her and Petula along a path she began to get the oddest sensation. Everything felt more real than it normally did. The sky seemed bluer, the red stripe on her trainer was redder and the grass was fluorescent, it was so green. An insect flying past buzzed extra noisily, the gel in Mollys hair smelt very, very fruity, and the blood that she could taste in her mouth from biting her lip when shed been on the mind machine tasted richer and super-metallic. It was as if all Mollys senses were on overdrive. And to heighten the surrealness of it all, she found that things she thought about suddenly appeared. First of all, as she walked, the rhyme Sing a song of sixpence, a pocket full of rye, Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie . . . plucked its tune soundlessly in her head. This was odd anyway, as Molly had no reason to be remembering nursery rhymes. But even more curiously, as the refrain ended a mass of ten or twenty blackbirds flew up over the wall of the palace and away into the blue sky.


    This coincidence felt bizarre enough, but to make things even weirder another crazy coincidence followed. The music in Mollys head now had a xylophone playing the jingle to the chocolate advert she knew so well.


    
      
        
          Choc  o  LATE!

          Choc  o  LATE!

          Every day is a chocolate DATE!

        

      

    


    The words and the tune of the ad sang in her head. Then, through an open window, the same melody, recorded and played by a full orchestra, came drifting out.


    The two events shook Molly. They made her feel raw and unstable and extra peculiar after her ordeal on the mind machine. But before she had time to dwell on them she was taken to a bare room to meet Miss Cribbins.


    As she was ushered in, the red haired, beautiful woman turned and opened some shutters to reveal a spectacular view of the valleys below. Her cat-spider let itself down from the ceiling on a silken thread, so that it dangled five paces in front of Molly. It narrowed its eyes and hissed at her. Petula growled. The woodcutter-costumed servant bowed and left.


    Interesting to see a twenty-first-century person, Miss Cribbins said, her voice sharp as broken glass. You, Moon, will have dinner with us tonight. She scrutinized Molly as if she were a netted butterfly. And, she said, stroking the beauty spot on her rouged cheekbone, you will answer questions that Her Royal Highness and I have for you.


    And if I dont want to? said Molly, wiping her mouth, which itched where the sticky tape had been ripped off.


    Why, you will go hungry.


    Molly was still feeling dizzy from the mind machine and the peculiar coincidences on the path. And now, to make things worse, she began hallucinating. Strange little pictures floated above the Cribbins womans head  pictures of sausages and a jar of what looked like vitamins and a doctors syringe. Molly felt really scared. Her hair felt all prickly, as though it was rising up from her scalp. Was her brain falling apart? She rubbed her eyes. She dreaded to think what damage the electric sparks had done to her mind.


    What are you going to do with me?


    Supper is in an hour in the dining room. What will happen to you tomorrow I havent a clue. But count yourself lucky  Her Highness wants to preserve you.


    Im not a kipper to be put in a jar, said Molly.


    No, but you are a juicy specimen for us, Cribbins replied. You are interesting. Her Highness wants to keep you, mostly in order to harvest your hypnotic talent. This wont be possible for a few years, so you are fortunate  you have some time.


    Time before what?


    Time to appreciate your whole mind before it is lost to you. For after she has your hypnotic talent Her Highness will take the rest of your thoughts too and you will be left a hollow vessel. Until then I am in charge of your education. The woman stepped forward and her pet dropped silently on to her shoulder. She paused by the door. Ah, and by the way, dont try to escape. The grounds are alarmed and monitored with cameras. You dont want to be darted.


    Darted?


    Shot with a paralysing dart.


    Molly stared fixedly at the muddy, trailing lace of her trainer until the woman had gone. Then she knelt on the ground and hugged Petula. At least were still together.


    Petula licked Mollys face. As she did, the plastic tag with its letters GAN TWIN fell into Mollys lap.


    Oh, Petula, where did you get this? Molly fingered the white strip and put it in her pocket. I cant believe my brother turned out the way he did. Can you, Petula? Petula whined. I mean, what happened to him?


    Molly felt dreadful. Her situation was a living nightmare. She was stuck like a pigeon in a drainpipe. Her predicament was hopeless. Her best friend was hypnotized, all her time-travel gems had been taken and to cap it all her hypnotic know-how was now completely gone too  as gone as a page of pencilled instructions that had been erased. She was now an ordinary girl lodged in the wrong time. And in the meantime (and, Molly thought, it really would be a mean time if that horrid woman had anything to do with it), Miss Cribbins was to be her teacher. But why? What for? Molly couldnt see the point of lessons if it was all eventually going to be sucked away by the mind machine. She rubbed her forehead and tried to work out what to do.


    It seemed clear the royal child would never give up Molly. She seemed convinced that the technology to harvest talent would arrive. And what about Micky, her brother? He seemed a dead loss. Micky was a weak, sick, bullied person with no will of his own. Molly wished shed never come for him. If it wasnt for him, she and Petula and Rocky would be safe at Briersville Park with all those nice people who cared about them.


    Im sorry, Petula. You didnt even ask to come, she said, staring into Petulas eyes. Petula stared back, wishing with all her heart that Molly could understand her.


    As they looked at each other, Mollys mind played tricks on her again. Above Petulas head a sequence of pictures popped up. Molly saw a misty image of the daisy-dotted fields and the hills around Briersville and then a picture of a rabbit hopping across grass, its tail bobbing about. Molly screwed up her eyes and shook her head. But when she looked again the rabbit was nibbling a dandelion. Then the rabbit dissolved to become Petulas basket, and then morphed to become Amrit, the pet elephant at Briersville. Finally Amrit vaporized. Mollys hair felt as though it had static electricity in it.


    She thought of the pictures shed seen above Miss Cribbinss head and then of the jellyfish and the thoughts that had floated above it too. And then a strange idea hit her.


    Is that what youre really thinking, Petula?


    Petula tilted her head. Shed felt Mollys fear and panic when shed been caught on the chair with the lightning hitting her head, and shed felt Mollys anger when Rocky had been hypnotized by the boy  the boy who smelt like Molly. But she couldnt decipher Mollys thoughts and she could only comprehend some of Mollys barks. Petula shut her eyes and nestled up to her mistress. As Molly ruffled her ears, she wished again that they were back home.


    Molly tried to work out what shed been doing when the pictures had materialized. Shed been apologizing to Petula, that was all. But since shed known that Petula wouldnt understand the words of her apology, shed also sent, she supposed, her feelings in a little mind message to her. Shed tried to communicate her apology by thinking it. Had some sort of invisible gate opened up so that Petulas thoughts were also visible to her? But, Molly considered, shed often thought things to Petula and this had never happened before. She recalled the images of sausages and pills that had leaped up above Miss Cribbinss red hair. Then she remembered the way the world had felt super-real when she was on the path and she recollected the coincidences that had occurred. The nursery rhyme that had sung in her head and the blackbirds suddenly flying over her, the chocolate-ad jingle that had trilled through her mind and then been echoed by the same music somewhere in the palace. The logical conclusion was that Mollys mind had been altered by the machine. Or maybe she was light-headed from being on the mountain top. Or perhaps the mind machine had scrambled her brain and she was simply going mad. Molly was alarmed by this idea. Quickly she decided to try asking Petula another question.


    What are you thinking, Petula? Nothing happened  nothing at all. Molly squeezed her eyes tight and concentrated hard. Her scalp began to prickle. What are you thinking, Petula?


    Low and behold, this time when she looked a faint bubble filled with moving images bounced above Petulas head: the jellyfish, wobbling blue and full of sparks; Rocky, as seen from below, staring straight ahead like a soulless person; and Molly herself, looking scared, with a silver dome on, the skeleton of her face visible through her skin.


    Mollys mouth fell open. The pictures had popped up before Molly had had time to conjure up a single thought. This meant only one thing  something quite incredible and completely spectacular. The fact was, unbelievable as it seemed, Molly was seeing Petulas thoughts. Molly was amazed.


    Oh Petula, dont worry! Molly hugged her little pug and marvelled at the new power in her. How had it come about? The electricity from the mind machine must have triggered it. And why did her hair feel all floating and strange when it happened? Would it work on humans too? Could Micky mind-read? What about the princess and Miss Cribbins? Molly doubted it. Maybe this new skill was special to Molly  maybe it had lain dormant inside her ever since she was little, woken by the jellyfishs sparks scissoring through her brain.


    Molly shook her head, ran her hands through her hair and took a deep breath to calm down. For now she was starting to feel, she had to admit, just a little bit excited. If she could mind-read, then being here wasnt a hundred per cent bad. If she could see something of what her horrible hosts were really thinking, perhaps, just perhaps, she might find a way to get her hypnotic skills back off the machine.


    Molly spent the time before supper exploring her surroundings. She walked through the gardens near Miss Cribbinss school rooms and looked at the exotic plants growing there. They were unlike the plants from Mollys time. They were bigger and more colourful. And their perfume was ten times more powerful. There were orange roses that smelt of raspberries, and purple lilies with the scent of blackcurrants. Huge, fluffy bees the size of mice buzzed under arches that were heavy with fragrant, rainbow-coloured blossom. A massive dragonfly zipped past Mollys ear. Her eye followed it to a balcony. She scanned the horizon of the sky and saw what looked like a flying cow. Screwing her eyes up, she approached the balcony to get a better look. But here Molly took in a breath of awe, at once forgetting the cow.


    The view was incredible. On either side of her were craggy cliffs and the zigzagging profile of the mountain range. Below was a sheer drop. Thousands of feet of air hung between her and the valley below, and the view stretched for hundreds of miles. Molly stepped back, suddenly overcome by vertigo. The palace certainly was in a perfect position. It was comfortably cool with a breeze that was clean and dustless. But down below on the valley floor, beside the giant lake and the large fields, Molly saw that it was quite different. Away from fields and the oasis of green around the waterside igloo mansions, the land was brown and dusty. Molly took a pair of binoculars lying on the table nearby. As she twiddled the knob, people tending and watering crops in the fields came into focus. Molly let the binoculars pass over them to the dusty part of the town. Here there were coloured houses. They looked like cottages from a fairy-tale book. Their walls were crooked, their front doors and window shutters were brightly painted and their roofs were thatched. There were thousands of them, all clustered together in streets that led past lots of big buildings to a fishing village on the shore of the lake.


    Between this desert town and the beautiful silver igloo residences was a wide moat-like band of grass. It was as if there were two towns down there, Molly thought. There were the winter homes of the rich and powerful and the poor town that was lived in all year round. Molly adjusted the dial on the powerful binoculars. What interested her was that the only barrier between the rich and the poor was a strip of grass. There must, she thought, be something that stopped the poor people coming into the rich territory. Maybe there were robot guards with poisonous darts at the ready. Or perhaps the moat of grass was electrified, or it was some sort of futuristic, man-eating grass. But the palace servants all seemed so calm and obliging, as though they accepted their lowly positions. Maybe everyone in the town felt like this about the unfairness. Molly thought of the servant whod picked up the princesss shoes and carried them to her. He had done it automatically, as though hed been brainwashed. Perhaps hed had his will sucked out by the mind machine. Could all the people of the town have been put on the mind machine?


    And then, like an answer in Twenty Questions, the truth of the situation appeared. One very good way to keep people under control was to hypnotize them. Hypnotize them to work without complaining, to live not caring where, to do exactly as they were told. The people in the valley below must be hypnotized. It all became suddenly very clear. So that was why Micky was needed here! Hed been stolen as a baby and brought here to work for the palace to keep the masses hypnotized. But why did he do it for them?


    Molly heard a gong behind her. It was time for dinner. She licked her lips in anticipation. Maybe now that she was a mind-reader she would be able to deduce exactly how this place worked and outwit the princess.


    Molly smiled. She could now see a glimmer of hope.


    
      
    


    Chapter Nine


    [image: ]


    Molly followed her ears. The sound of the supper gong led her and Petula to a tunnel of flowers and a large open door at the end of the garden. She stepped through. As she walked, doubts niggled her like fishes nibbling at a piece of bread. The idea of being able to mind-read now seemed so outlandish. Molly was already finding it difficult to believe that the pictures shed seen above Petulas head had been real. Perhaps it had simply been Mollys imagination playing tricks on her. After all, knowing Petula so well, Molly could have easily made up Petulas thoughts.


    A small servant dressed in bright clothes and wearing a frog mask walked past. He, Molly said to herself, was a complete stranger to her. Could she make up his thoughts too?


    What are you thinking? she asked silently. Above his green froggy eyes a bubble popped up. It was filled with the images of a vacuum cleaner-like object, an electric mop and a silver spiked ball. Molly watched him walk away. Could she have made that up herself? She didnt even recognize the spiked thing. She had to admit that, crazy as it seemed, she did appear to have a new extra-special power. Molly shook her head and blew out a big sigh of amazement.


    She and Petula came to a long, open-topped outdoor hall with a broad pink staircase at its end and a fountain that sprayed a cloud of mist. To the left was a large window. Through it they could see the dining room and people gathered for supper. A gleaming white, rectangular table with a glowing pool set in its centre stood in the middle of the room. Small violet lilies floated on the water. The table was laid for eleven, with large and small tulip-shaped glasses at each place.


    The princess was sitting at the end on a high stool, her dark hair now piled up in a tall spiral on her head with a scattering of shiny jewels set into it. Sparkling shoes dangled from her feet. She was reading from a small white box that shone light up into her face. An imprisoned turquoise grasshopper sat in a tiny golden cage on the table in front of her, chirruping loudly. At the other end of the table Miss Cribbins tapped her red claw-like nails on a glass. Her hair was now auburn and her lips had been painted with black lipstick so that her skin seemed extra white. Molly nervously stepped inside.


    At once she saw Rocky. For a moment, she forgot he was hypnotized and her heart leaped. But then she saw his dead, hollow-eyed stare and she went cold. He sat obedient as a well-trained pet between two beautiful but very unfriendly-looking women wearing tailored suits. Behind them was a big window through which was a wonderful view of the mountains.


    Five children of varying age and height occupied the other seats around the table  a serious-looking Mongolian girl with her hair stuck up in a wiggly ponytail sat beside a stern Asian boy with a Mohican. A black boy sat next to them. He was consulting a palm computer and showing it to a freckled white boy in sunglasses. A blonde girl with green and orange artichoke-shaped hair was shuffling a pack of cards. None was smiling. Who were they? Where were their parents? Whatever, they werent having much fun. The atmosphere in the room was as controlled as a TV channel and the volume was most definitely on low. The children didnt seem hypnotized, for the Mongolian girl was talking freely to the Asian boy about trade regulations and tax in the Far East and the others were having similar hushed discussions, but Molly knew it was possible to be hypnotized and act completely normally, so she couldnt be sure.


    Redhorn, the man with the quiff, who had kidnapped her brother, was nowhere in sight. Neither was Nurse Meekles, nor Micky. Molly took the last empty seat and Petula curled up at her feet. As Molly observed the people around the table none looked up, but when she turned away she could feel the heat of their eyes on her.


    The meal began. Stony-eyed fancy-dressed servants filled their glasses with water. Then one, in an Aladdin outfit  baggy silk trousers, bronze waistcoat and turban  brought in a bottle of purple wine. He poured a tiny amount into the princesss glass. She put her gadget down and took the goblet up in her small hand. Shutting her eyes, she sniffed at its contents. Then she took a sip and swirled the liquid about in her mouth. Swallowing, she nodded her head. This prompted the servant to fill her glass completely and to fill Miss Cribbinss and the suited ladies as well as the other childrens. Molly prepared to put her hand over her glass to stop the waiter, but she wasnt offered any wine. Neither was Rocky. They were given water. More servants, all looking like characters out of The Arabian Nights, now came around with dishes of food. Molly eyed the green squidgy stuff that the princess was piling on her plate.


    Lakeweed, Milly, full of essential vitamins, the princess informed her, picking up some chopsticks. A delicacy when pwepared like dis, with mussels. Its a starter.


    Dont suppose I could have my ketchup sandwiches back, Molly said hopefully, but her question was ignored.


    When you addwess me, you will call me Your Majesty or Pwincess Fang. My real name is wather long so Pwincess Fang will do . . . Fang is a lovely name  it means fwagwance! And, she said, smiling and showing two small dracula-like teeth that Molly hadnt noticed before, it weally does suit me, dont you fink?


    Although her stomach was rumbling as though an underground train was driving round inside it, Molly shook her head when the lakeweed came to her. Raising her eyes sadly to Rocky, she saw he was eating it without objection. She knew that deep down the real him would be screaming to get out.


    From its little cage on the table, the grasshopper chirped madly. CHACK. CHACK, CHACK CHACK!


    Hes stwidulating, the princess said. In udder words, hes wubbing two bits of his body togeder  his legs, in fact. Its a bit like playing de violin. Lovely, isnt it?


    Perhaps hes trying to tell you that he wants to get out of there, Molly replied coldly.


    Oh poppycock and poo! said the princess, tossing her head dismissively and turning away.


    As she and the other children ate, Molly, who was itching to take her new powers out for a test drive, decided to take this opportunity to see what pictures might appear above their heads. So, staring at Princess Fangs forehead, she sent out a very simple message to her.


    What are you thinking? Molly half expected the small girl to look up and answer, but instead, oblivious to Mollys probing, she continued munching on her lakeweed. Molly thought harder. This time she shut her eyes to focus, and the prickling sensation on her scalp began. What are your thoughts?


    Are you pwaying? the six-year-old remarked. Its no use, you know, and its wude to sit wid your eyes shut at de table.


    What are your thoughts? Molly beamed again. Her hair began to feel like it was rising off her scalp.


    Slowly she opened her eyes. When she did, she saw that, like smoke from a fire, a hazy wisp had appeared above the girls head and inside it were pictures. Molly swallowed hard. WOW! I CANT BELIEVE IT! she wanted to shout out loud. IT EVEN WORKS ON YOU, YOU HORRID LITTLE BRAT! but she had to behave as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. Princess Fang was thinking a lot. Many moving pictures were appearing and then vaporizing above her  so fast that it was difficult to understand them all. Molly saw images of aircraft and foreign countries, of government buildings and official-looking people in smart, futuristic clothes. Images of particular faces kept appearing and disappearing: a Chinese man, an Indian woman. There was a scientist in a laboratory, green lakeweed and then a ride down the huge helter-skelter outside. Princess Fang was very perplexing. In some ways she was like a typical spoilt brat, with her huge playroom and toys, but her thoughts were so grown up. She was completely unlike any child Molly had even heard of. It was grotesque. There she was, in her tutu dress, swinging her feet childishly but sipping wine and thinking the thoughts of a prime minister. Molly decided to strike up a conversation.


    I have never met a six-year-old as grown up as you, she said. Fang looked up and laughed a shrill, superior laugh. Above her head were images of a Chinese woman of about sixty, who looked like she might be her grandmother. If you dont mind me asking, Molly continued, where are your parents? Images of an aircraft crash shot quickly over Fangs head.


    Dead, she said. Died twenty years ago. Molly nodded, but silently she was doing calculations. Even though she wasnt very good at maths, Molly could already see that this didnt add up. Fang was six, so her parents must have been alive not more than six years ago  unless theyd died years before and Fang had somehow been kept as a test-tube baby in a laboratory for fourteen years. Molly supposed this was possible. Anything seemed possible in this place.


    Erm, Im sorry to hear that, she said remembering her manners, but you have a big sister, dont you? She thought of the girl in pink whod received Micky as a baby. Your sister must be about seventeen by now. Around the table the other children began to titter and chuckle. Above the spiral of Fangs hair popped up an image of Mollys face  her curly hair, her potato-shaped nose and her green, closely set eyes. A second later fumes and piles of muck surrounded Mollys features, and in the princesss thoughts a toy drum came down over Mollys head so that she couldnt be seen.


    Molly was insulted. Looks arent everything, she said.


    Princess Fang lowered her almond eyes as if shed been caught doing something she shouldnt. I have many acquaintances, Milly, but I have no sister, she said frostily.


    Molly felt frustrated. There was something going on with Princess Fang, she knew, but finding out what was like solving an impossible riddle.


    By the way, my name is Molly, not Milly. The princess ignored her. Molly changed the subject. Why do some of your servants wear masks?


    The princess wiped her mouth with her napkin. Because, she explained with a sneer, dose servants are far too ugly to look at. If I look at dem, dey make me feel sick. I hate ugly fings and old fings. So please do not make me fink of dem now  it will put me off my dinner.


    As though the entertainment was over, the girl with towering artichoke hair began talking to the Asian boy about nuclear travel in space. Molly looked at Miss Cribbins and rolled her chopstick between her finger and thumb. She decided to read her mind next. Like an athlete warming up, she began to prepare herself. Her scalp started to prickle as she concentrated, and then her hair felt like it was lifting from her head. Molly knew she was ready.


    What are you thinking? she silently asked. Slowly, as Cribbins unclipped a small silver box and took out four lozenges, a bubble of images materialized above her auburn bun. Images of the same Chinese sixty-year-old woman Princess Fang had been thinking of appeared. And then, as Cribbins swallowed her pills with a sip of wine, there were pictures of thick books and a whip.


    Wheres Micky, Miss Cribbins? Molly asked her out loud. Images of Micky lying on a couch eating celery and being given spoonfuls of medicine quivered above the womans head.


    Hes out of earshot of you, she said as a servant brought her a tray with a syringe on it. We cant have you filling his mind with ridiculous nonsense, like the idea that you are his twin sister. Then, as calmly as if she was checking her watch, she rolled up her sleeve and gave herself an injection.


    But I am his sister, Molly said, trying to ignore the sharp needle piercing the pale flesh. Around the table conversations stopped. Molly began to lie. Now I know he is safe and sound, and well looked after, Im happy. She suddenly thought of a cowboy film shed watched, where a very fine Indian chief proclaimed, Go in peace. Addressing both the princess and Miss Cribbins she pleaded, Cant you just let me go in peace? If you give me my gems back and my knowledge of how to hypnotize and time travel, and Rocky too, well just travel away to our time and never bother you again.


    The princess smiled broadly, her fangs exposing themselves as her mouth spread. The Aladdin waiter bent down to her with a dish of sausages and another green spongy vegetable.


    But I need all your information on how to hypnotize and how to time twavel in de mind machine, she said petulantly. I told you. When I have learned to extwact talent as well as knowledge, den I will have de ultimate guide on how to become a master hypnotist. The little girl rubbed her small manicured hands together and clicked her fingers. A servant brought her a knife. Dere is a mountain of knowledge stored in my machine! She sliced her sausage with the precision of a surgeon and then picked up her chopsticks. All sorts of people have given me dair minds. I dont see why you shouldnt give me yours too. Children around the table murmured approvingly.


    But why do you want to put all the information on the machine? Molly asked, watching the air above Princess Fang. The little girl was thinking of herself in a skullcap next to the giant blue jellyfish.


    Youf isnt evewyfing, Milly. Its nice, yes, the child said patronizingly.


    Youth, you mean? And its Molly.


    The princess ignored Mollys corrections and went on with her self-important speech.


    Oh, we all love de fountain of youf! Its wonderful to have agile limbs and bones dat dont cweak! You have no idea what old age is like!


    And you do? said Molly, a bit sick of this six-year-olds clever-clogs ways.


    Yes. Ive seen it. The picture of the sixty-year-old woman flashed again above her head. But de point I want to make, continued the small girl, is dat youf is wonderful but actually knowledge is far supewior. My pawents were quite bwilliant inventors, you know  the best this countwy has ever had  and dis beautiful mind machine dey made, well, it collects knowledge.


    Molly was offered sausages. She took one and some of the green spongy stuff as well. Her next question she thought to the princess. Collect it for what?


    Again images of Fang in a skullcap appeared. Molly assumed that the princess could in some way put the knowledge from the machine into her own brain in this way. That must be how this weird six-year-old had become so knowledgeable and wise beyond her years.


    I see, Molly said, as though none of this impressed her. So you absorb all the knowledge from your machine into your head. Suck it up like drinking water.


    Not as silly as you look, are you? said the six-year-old rudely. Then, taking a balloon from a drawer in the table, she blew it up. As it grew, Molly saw that it was a replica of a globe, with all the countries and oceans of the world printed on to it. Most of the land masses were coloured in pale pink, and the seas were blue. De light pink bits indicate which countwies we plan to take over, the little girl explained proudly. De dark pink shows the countwies we alweady contwol. All dat part is called Yang Yongia  after my middle names. It means Beautiful and Fowever Bwave. De mind machine has been ever so useful. We invite udder countwies officials over and dwain their bwains, you see. Den we can learn dair national secwets and den dair governments are easier to manipulate and destwoy.


    And I expect you use Micky Minus to hypnotize them. I bet he makes sure that the people youve brain-drained go back to their countries secretly working for you. Molly paused. And he hypnotizes them not to tell anyone about what youre up to.


    Hmm. Yum, yum, bubblegum! the child replied irritatingly, and she let go of the balloon so that it shot up into the air and around the room, making a raspberry noise. As the last bit of air escaped from it, it hit the ceiling and then plopped on to the floor.


    Where are my gems? asked Molly suddenly.


    None of your beeswax. The children around the table laughed. To them, the conversation was like some delightful ping-pong match. Molly watched as moving pictures of her gems being deposited into a safe in a wall spun and disappeared above the princesss head.


    What programme should a person set the mind machine in order to get back their thoughts? she asked.


    Nosy parker! screeched the girl. But as she sipped her wine, numbers and buttons flashed above her. They flipped up and away too fast for Molly to understand or remember them. Molly picked up her chopsticks and, giving up the idea of using them properly, stabbed one into the sausage on her plate, holding it up to eat as though it was on a barbecue stick.


    How long have you kept all those people who live in the dust bowl down there hypnotized? she asked bluntly, chewing the sausage.


    
      
        
          Silence in de courtyard,

          Silence in de stweet,

          De biggest fool in de world,

          Is just about to speak!

        

      

    


    The princess looked delighted with herself. Then she crossed her arms and stuck her tongue out.


    Were not in the playground, you know, Molly replied. She looked with interest at the pictures above the small girls head. There was a bearded man and then Redhorn and then Micky Minus, as if Fang was casting her mind back to all the hypnotists who had helped enslave the people. It had obviously been going on for ages.


    Shes not as dumb as she looks, said the Mongolian girl, taking a cube-shaped puzzle out of her pocket and beginning to fiddle with it.


    I agree, said Miss Cribbins, observing Molly as though she was a performing seal. But whether shell absorb a lot of information in her lessons is another question. Above her head were pictures of Molly sitting at a desk with piles of books about her.


    Molly interrupted them. Her mouth was full as she spoke, and she was glad. I hate to disappoint you, but Ive always been a terrible student.


    Miss Cribbins looked at the mashed food in Mollys mouth and frowned. I have ways of making you work. A tight smile crossed her lips.


    Molly felt a shiver of fear but she didnt show it. Where is Redhorn? she asked.


    Dead as a doornail, said Fang. A coffin floated above her right ear.


    They continued eating in silence. Molly mused on all that shed learned, and ate her supper, scooping up the spongy vegetable mash using both her chopsticks at once as though they were a flat spade. The sausage tasted of cod and the vegetable tasted like a mixture of apples and buttered toast. Under the table, Petula heard a splat by her back leg. Molly had dropped some sausage for her. She ate it up gratefully. Then she noticed an acrid smell. It was the unmistakable whiff of the cat-spider, Taramasalata. Petula sat up, alert.


    Only just noticed me, have you? came the nasty drawl of the creature as her thoughts wormed their way into Petulas mind. Petula looked about, trying to see where the animal was. She was amazed it could speak dog so well.


    Up here. The cat-spider was hidden, hanging upside down from the underside of the table. Now it let its thread drop and landed on its eight pink furry feet. Petula jumped.


    Ha! the thing laughed. Tricked ya! Miaaowwww!


    Petulas skin prickled as she recovered from the little shock. She didnt like this animal at all. Then she suddenly thought how marvellous it would be if she could hypnotize it. So far she had been useless to Molly  she needed to practise hypnotism. Taramasalata would be the perfect subject. Petula ignored the creatures purring and instead tried to focus on her own breathing. She wanted to become calm enough to tune into the cat-spiders vibrations and for her eyes to throb hypnotically. In Los Angeles shed once charmed a director so thoroughly that she was sure shed actually hypnotized him. As her forehead bristled and her ears tickled she felt she was ready. And so, slowly, she looked up.


    Her huge brown eyes bored into the creatures unblinking yellow ones. Petula gritted her teeth and sent out what she thought was a hypnotic blast. But nothing happened.


    Dogs always stare, said the cat-spider. So rude. No manners.


    Petula gave up. It wasnt working. Im sorry, she apologized.


    Dont try and get smarmy with me, came the cat-spiders frosty reply. I want nothing to do with a ball of fur and guts like you. Just came to inspect you, thats all. You are quite as repulsive as I suspected. Horrid popping-out eyes and a face like a bottom! With that, she wound herself back up to her cave-like hiding place under the table. Petula frowned and snarled. At least now she knew exactly where she and this Taramasalata stood.


    Above, waiters were bringing the diners coffee, salted plums and ginger slices. Then Princess Fang was brought a selection of cigarettes. She chose a green one and lit it. Three of the other children began smoking too. Molly was amazed. To see children smoking was as peculiar as seeing a horse dressed in clothes.


    So, Monsieur Povolay is awiving tomowow, Princess Fang said, leaning back against an invisible rest on her stool and puffing smoke into the air, but I shant look at him; he is far too wepulsive! She winced. He should be put down. An ugly, whiskered man in a suit hovered above her forehead.


    Another poor victim, Molly thought.


    Across the table the young boy of six or seven with sunglasses on consulted a glowing pad.


    Yeah, Msieur Povolay is tomorrow. I fink weave ve Chinese biologists arrivin in ve afternoon as well.


    And, whined the princess, dhere must be a show. Cwibbins, you pwomised us all a pantomime dis week. And a magic act. Were bored. And I want to play dat game where if de servants get it wong dey have to chop up onions blindfolded. Its so funny when dey cut demselves!


    Around the room the children all nodded in agreement.


    Smoking gives you cancer, Molly said.


    Ha! Oh silly Milly! You are so out of date! sniped the princess. Cancer was cured two hundwed years ago. Its a disease of de past. Why dont you have a cigawette? I always have one at de end of a meal.


    It still makes your breath smell something rotten, Molly said icily. And by the way, its Molly, not Milly. But it was as if Molly hadnt spoken, for the princess did not reply. All her attention was on a big bowl that was being brought to her.


    Oh, its my favouwite fing! she cried. I do so love it when we have fortune cookies! Quick, quick. Me first, me first! Obediently the waiter tilted the bowl so that she could choose a cookie. The little girl greedily dived her hand to the bottom and fished out a red parcel. Ripping its wrapper off, she found the slip of paper. Throwing her glowing cigarette over her shoulder, she took a bite of the biscuit and, munching, read her fortune.


    Oh, deyre always so stupid! she exclaimed. It says, Never play leapfwog wid a unicorn. Ha. Ha, h-ha! Dats actually quite funny! Everyone else at the table had also now chosen a cookie. Tell us yours, Milly. Molly uncurled her white slip of paper.


    The robbed one that smiles steals something from the thief she read.


    Silly, see? Now dis is much better. Listen to dis poem I know:


    
      
        
          Ooo-errr ooo-errr ooo-errr

          Milly fell down de sewer

          She pulled de chain

          And up she came

          In a chocolate aewoplane.

        

      

    


    All round the table the other children laughed. Then, as though suddenly bored, the small girl clapped her hands. A servant appeared with the air-moped. Gathering her tutu dress and snatching the grasshoppers cage from the table, Princess Fang hopped aboard her scooter and shot out of the room.


    Molly felt strangely satisfied. Although she was still stuck without her powers of hypnotism, she was feeling excited about her amazing new skill. She thought of her fortune, The robbed that smiles steals something from the thief, and Molly smiled inside.


    She looked across the table at Rocky, who sat waiting to be told what to do.


    Ill help you, Molly found herself silently promising him. I got you into this mess; Ill get you out of it.


    Miss Cribbins dabbed her red lipsticked mouth with a napkin and then pushed her stool back. We will start your lessons this evening, Molly, she said sharply. No time to waste. Molly was taken by surprise. Outside the window the golden sun was setting. It was time to wind down, not wind up, she thought.


    But Im a bit tired for lessons now, she said.


    My lessons will wake you up. Miss Cribbins retorted unsympathetically. As she stood, her cat-spider scuttled up her leg and perched on her shoulder. It eyed Petula. Miaaaaoww SSSSSS! it hissed. Then Miss Cribbins snapped her fingers by Rockys ear and like some tamed animal he got up. You, Moon, will meet me in the classroom by the weeping willow in an hour.


    
      
    


    Chapter Ten


    [image: ]


    The air in the palace gardens was thick with scent as evening jasmine flowers opened. Molly was outside the nursery. She pushed the pad on the wall and the door slid open. Shed decided to pay Nurse Meekles a visit.


    Inside, three beautiful women dressed in long white robes like maidens out of a fairy tale sat holding babies. One held a tiny infant a few weeks old. The other babies, both very pretty, were bigger, and were holding their heads up and squawking like parrots. Four young children ran about, chasing each other on the flowered lawn of the nursery garden. Then Nurse Meekles, dressed in a blue and white striped pinafore over a pale yellow dress, came out of the building. She was holding a bowl of peaches.


    Five more minutes, my little prawn dumplings, and it will be ion time, she announced. The children halted for a moment as they grumbled. Then they continued romping around. As Nurse Meekles watched them fondly her eye caught sight of Petula and Molly. A flash of recognition crossed her face as she matched Mickys looks with Mollys, and for a second the bowl nearly slipped from her hands.


    Can I . . . help you? she asked uneasily as Molly approached.


    I just wanted to say hello, said Molly.


    Princess Fangs quarters are back through there. Her voice trembled slightly as she glanced towards the door. Her face was tanned, round and flat, and smile lines creased the skin beside her blue slanted eyes. Her black hair was arranged in a cottage-loaf style. She reminded Molly of the kind lady, Mrs Trinklebury, whod looked after her when shed been little. Molly suddenly felt homesick and full of tears.


    Cant I stay for just a few minutes? Its so nice here. Molly watched the kids beside her kick a ball. Ive got no one to talk to. Nurse Meekles furtively checked that the camera trained on her garden was looking away. Then she put her hand up and touched Mollys cheek.


    Had a bit of trouble with your hair, havent you, my petal? she said with a smile. Youre the split image of him. Micky told me that a girl had arrived, a girl called Molly Moon, who claimed to be his twin sister. He said it was a trick. But I remember the day he arrived here with Redhorn. I know about this time-travelling malarkey. She shook her head and sighed. I hear youve been on the machine. Molly could feel a dry lump rising in her throat. She didnt want to cry  not now, with this woman she barely knew. She glanced about for the children, who were now digging about in the sandpit.


    Who are these children? Where are their parents?


    Nurse Meekles rearranged the peaches in her bowl. I c-cant tell you, she stammered and shook her head. Above it swam pictures of mothers in long dresses sitting outside what looked like gingerbread houses. Then, as if talking to the peaches, she said, I know what goes on here. Im ashamed to be part of it, but someone has to do the job. I love my children. I love Micky. I hardly get to see him these days. She looked beseechingly into Mollys eyes and whispered, Im lucky to have my mind, Molly. I fear that machine, you see. Anyone with their right mind would. Im sorry about what they did to you. I cant say any more. A small boy tugged at her pinafore and pushed a muddy rubber toy against her hip.


    Can I get squids dirt off in the ionic cleaner? She nodded to him.


    Id better be going, she said hurriedly. You must too. The old woman stroked Mollys arm. Good luck, dumpling. Molly watched as she rounded the children up, goose-like with her goslings. And they went inside. The three women got up to follow. The one with the tiniest baby took slightly longer. Her eyes were empty, except when she looked at her child, when they shone.


    Molly and Petula left the nursery area and the green door slipped shut behind them. They took a left turn and came to a balcony. This one overlooked another mountain-top residence and below, in a walled garden, Molly could see a group of children sitting at a garden table. A servant poured them drinks. These children were behaving oddly, just like the children in Princess Fangs palace. One was reading from a screen, two were immersed in serious conversation and the fourth was smoking a cigar. Molly supposed they had all been on the mind machine and so were now super-intelligent. At least, Molly thought, the princess wasnt too mean to let her friends have a go on her jellyfish toy. The curling cigar smoke wafted up to Mollys nose. She waited a while to see what the childrens parents looked like, but no one came.


    Molly leaned her elbows on the balcony wall and watched as small flycopters buzzed about the cliff lower down. She scanned the horizon to see whether she could spot another cow with wings, but instead, against the ember-orange sky, she saw the silhouette of a flying person. Molly rubbed her eyes. It must be the dusky light and her tiredness playing tricks on her. She picked up Petula and gave her a hug.


    How many of these weird people live up here, Petula? Two hundred? Three hundred? And how many hypnotized people are down there? Fifty thousand? This is a terrible country, Petula. Its got a creepy royal family that has everything, and people working for them, all dressed like characters from nursery rhymes and fairy tales, who have nothing  not even their own minds. Oh, what are we going to do, Petula? We cant get back to our own time. I dont think we can escape this place either. And even if we did, where would we go?


    Petula licked Mollys cheek. It tasted salty. Mollys hair, now hanging from her head like a limp windsock, stank of gel. Oh Molly, what are we doing here? Petula whined. Then a metallic bell chimed. Molly groaned.


    Thats the seven oclock bell, Petula. Come on. Its time for Fun with Cribbins.
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