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May 4, 2060, 7:16 P.M.

The Great Hall of the People, Beijing, China

I can’t stop crying.

I’d like to say that it’s the sight of the leaders of the two most powerful nations in the world shaking hands that’s got my faucets going. But to be honest, which I’ll admit is not a quality that most people connect with thieves, it’s my allergies that are making me teary.

It’s always like this for me in the spring. Especially when I’m around daffodils. And there must be ten thousand or more of the nasty yellow things, all prim and pretty for the special state visit of the president of the United States, here to ink the Great Friendship treaty with the president of China. I’m no expert on world politics, but I think the only reason the U.S. and China are becoming best friends is so they can buy each other’s stuff at half price.

I move upwind of the flowers. You’d think that in a city square ten times the size of Yankee Stadium I could find a little elbow room. The only available spot is shoulder to shoulder with some Boy Scouts wearing gray uniforms with yellow neckerchiefs who are probably attending this historic event just to score merit badges. But who am I to talk? The reason for my visit to Beijing isn’t any more noble. In fact, if those shiny-booted soldiers flanking the leaders knew the truth about why I’m here, they’d lead me away in handcuffs.

From my new spot, I’ve got a great view of one of the ten jumbo screens set up in the square. But as far as seeing the actual, breathing leaders, they’re not much bigger than specks. It might seem silly to travel all this way only to be watching the two great men on TV, but I don’t really mind. After all, they’re not why I came.

I’m much more interested in the building behind them: the Great Hall of the People. Personally, I would have named it the Great Big Hall of the People. The place is massive. Each of those tall gray marble pillars must weigh a ton. The odd thing is that it doesn’t fit in with any of the nearby buildings. The Great Hall is boxy and severe, while all the other buildings have sloping roofs and lots of curves. Don’t get me wrong. I like boxy and severe. Considering what I’ve come here to do, the flat roof is a definite bonus.

It’s drizzling, but no one in the huge crowd seems to mind. They’re all snapping pictures like crazy, and I don’t blame them. After all, it’s a truly historic occasion. The start of a golden era in U.S. and China relations isn’t something that happens every day.

The leaders are making their way down the front steps of the Great Hall shaking hands with each other’s second-in-command, third-in-command and fourth-in-command. I wonder what it must be like to be fourth-in-command of one of the strongest nations on earth. I suppose you have to be the patient sort. I mean, a lot of people ahead of you have to quit their jobs in order for you to rule the world.

I scan the crowd, looking for anyone who might cause trouble for me when it’s time to carry out the mission. You can never be too careful in my business. People generally don’t like to have their stuff stolen, so I like to do things under the radar. In this case, that means waiting a bit for the tourist count to go down and the honor guard with the cute but sharp bayonets at the ends of their rifles to go home for tea and dumplings.

Of course, I can’t wait forever. If I’ve learned anything about traveling through time, it’s that it’s tough on the body. After about fifty continuous minutes in the past, time fog sets in: you start feeling dizzy, your thoughts become jumbled, your motor functions start slowing down, and even putting one step in front of the other requires a huge effort. After three hours, your lungs shut down and you literally die from lack of oxygen. The longest I’ve been in the past at one stretch is fifty-seven minutes, and it’s a record I’m not keen on breaking. The only cure for time fog is to go back to the present, which for me means 2061, and stay there until it clears. That could take hours or, for a really bad case, a whole day.

That’s why Uncle has set a thirty-minute time limit on all missions to the past. Trust me, it wasn’t out of the goodness of his heart; it was more because if we all started dropping dead from time fog, he wouldn’t have anyone left to steal for him.

So the rule is if a snatch isn’t completed within a half hour, it’s recorded as a failed mission. On your first failed mission, you only get hauled into Uncle’s office and given a lecture. But if it happens twice in the same month, things can get a lot nastier; how much nastier depends on Uncle’s mood at the time. And three strikes is the worst: that’ll earn you a stint in the Barrens, a desolate and unforgiving wilderness where one month is the longest anyone has survived without going insane or dying.

A giggle catches my attention, and I turn to see a young boy wearing a red T-shirt that says BEIJING 2060, with a picture of a panda bear on it. He runs past me into the outstretched arms of his father. I watch, spellbound, as the father catches the boy and lifts him up high in the air before bringing him gently down to earth. The boy’s mother is following him and, after he lands, they’re all laughing and hugging each other.

My heart skips a beat. I wonder what that boy is feeling right now. Safe and secure, I bet. It must be amazing. To know you are loved. To know you are part of a real family.

I don’t have any of that.

No mother. No father. No brothers or sisters. Given up for adoption at the ripe old age of three. Yup. That’s me. Caleb the orphan, time-traveling thief. And seeing as I’m thirteen now, that means I’ve been family-less for ten years … but who’s counting?

Sure, I’ve got a roof over my head and three square meals a day, thanks to Uncle. And there is some companionship, if you can call it that, with the other time thieves, who are all more or less my age. But it would be a real stretch to call us a family.

I can remember a time when things were different. Uncle acted like a real uncle and used to take me and the four others he adopted on field trips to the zoo to see the cloned snow leopards and the talking chimps that swore at you if you got too close. And there were other fun outings to museums, art galleries and concerts—not only in the U.S. but all over the world. Uncle liked to say that we were being “worldschooled,” not homeschooled. He even had a name for us—his five orphantastics.

But a few years ago, everything changed. Uncle became moody and unpredictable. One minute he could be charming, and the next minute, he’d be getting out a pocket knife and reaching for your finger. My theory is that he’s always been crazy but just hid it better when we were young. Abbie, my longtime snatch partner and closest friend ever since we were small—correction, only friend since we were small—thinks he had some kind of nervous breakdown. Whatever the cause, it’s really stressful to be around him. So I try to keep my distance. Unfortunately that’s next to impossible, seeing as I live under his roof and he’s the type of boss who likes to keep close tabs on all of his “time snatchers,” as he calls us.

The crowd’s thinning. I’d better start looking busy or someone might wonder what I’m doing here. I take one last glance up at the roof of the Great Hall. There, fluttering in the breeze, is the thing I’ve traveled a year back in time and seven thousand miles west for: the first flag of the Great Friendship. To be honest, it’s nothing special: horizontal stripes of gold, red, blue and white—a combo of all of the colors in the Chinese and American flags. But I don’t care what it looks like. All I really care about is stealing it.

I head for the park across the street from the square. It’s sure taking a long time for that sun to go down. I could jump ahead in time a few minutes and get on with things, but who knows when I’ll be in China again? I might as well try to relax and enjoy being here.

Going to the park is a bit chancy with my allergies, but it’s either that or follow the noisy crowd to a place where the Chinese emperors used to hang out called the Forbidden City.

Entering the park through a gate flanked by two towering stone lions, I’m rewarded with quiet—exactly what I need before a mission. I stop for a moment on a wooden footbridge overlooking a small, still pond sprinkled with orchids. Not far away is a big grassy area where some adults in track suits are moving their arms and legs into graceful poses. Everything is so peaceful. Abbie would definitely love this place. But at the last second she got called in to be the third agent on a mission to 1671 England to steal the crown jewels from the Tower of London. So we’re in different centuries right now. It goes like that sometimes.

The light is finally fading. It’s time for me to do my thing. As I enter the square again, I become hyperaware of every little thing: the smell of those awful flowers, the laughter of a group of tourists. Even the feel of my footsteps on the concrete is magnified. Uncle says the Japanese have a word for this heightened sense of awareness: zanshin. But I just call it being sharp for the mission.

I hear a whirring sound and look up to see a helicopter. A big Russian job. It does a slow circle of the square and hovers for a moment right above the Great Hall before flying away.

There are only two tourist buses left in front of the Great Hall. I make sure no one’s on board, take up a position between them and crouch down. It’s possible someone could see me, but it’s not likely. After all, I’m really not that interesting to look at. At least not until I go poof and vanish.

What I see next makes me frown. The guys with the shiny boots and pointy rifles are still in position right outside the bronze entrance doors of the Great Hall. Then I remember that a special dinner honoring the two presidents is taking place inside.

Well, I’ll just have to work around them. Besides I don’t intend to go in. Only up.

I yawn and rub my eyes. Anyone watching would think I’m just another tourist dead on his feet from a full day of sightseeing. I even look the part: Great Friendship T-shirt, blue jeans, sandals and a green knapsack that has seen better days. But when I rub my eyes, I’m really adjusting my ocular implant to night vision. The closest member of the honor guard is about twenty yards away. I switch to high zoom and can easily see the tiny spot on the left side of his chin that he missed shaving this morning.

Noise from above makes me look up. The helicopter is back. Exactly five minutes after making its last round. All right, that means I have a little less than five minutes to do the snatch.

It’s showtime.

I tap my right wrist a few times. The tapping activates the time travel implant just under my skin. It’ll just be a short hop. Twenty yards ahead, one hundred feet up and four seconds forward in time.

Closing my eyes, I feel the familiar rush of a timeleap: three parts dizzy, four parts excited and two parts weird sensation of not knowing where I am.

I land, lying flat on my stomach on the roof. I can’t move. I’m still in time freeze mode: a state of total paralysis that happens after each leap through time. I’m not sure why it happens, but it has something to do with bodies adjusting to a new time/place. The good thing is that it doesn’t last long—two or three seconds, max. Of course, it’s all relative. Two or three seconds can go by awfully quickly when you land on a sandy beach in the summertime, but it can seem like forever when you turn up in the middle of a raging snowstorm wearing only your bathing suit.

The time freeze wears off but I stay still for a few seconds, listening. Just some faint traffic sounds coming from beyond the square. Rising to a low crouch, I glance around and get my bearings. I’m just about in the middle of the roof. Staying low, I crab walk my way toward the front of the building.

There, between the U.S. flag and the Chinese flag, is the flag of the Great Friendship. I lie back down on my belly and slither forward. Got to be extra careful now; I’m close to the front edge of the building, which means that the guards are right below. If I so much as sneeze, one of them is bound to hear me and say something … and odds are, it won’t be “God bless you.” Plus, even though I’d be surprised if the ancient Kalashnikovs they’re carrying actually worked, it’s not a chance I’m willing to take.

One more slither, and I’m there.

I hold up my left index finger. It’s seven thirty-eight P.M. local time, according to the readout under my fingernail. Oops. I had no idea it was that late.

I extend my right hand, place my fingertips on the flag and close my eyes, falling now into a deep meditative state. My fingers probe and compare the properties of the flag in my hand with the those of the original Great Friendship flag that were uploaded to my brain along with the rest of the mission data. The next moment, the answer comes back, and I breathe a little sigh of relief: it’s the real thing, all right—not a fake.

You never really know what you’re snatching until you do a scan. After all, the world’s full of thieves—not all of them time travelers—and it’s not beyond the realm of possibility that another thief could have gotten here ahead of me and switched the original for a cheap replica. The last thing I’d want to do is bring a replica back to Headquarters. That’s a guaranteed failed mission.

No, the only thief I want switching the original for a cheap replica is me. Uncle’s big on keeping what we do real low-key, and the best way to do that is to make it look like no theft was ever committed.

Speaking of replicas, I pull one from my knapsack. Uncle’s assistant, Nassim, gave it to me for the mission. Personally, I think that it looks even better than the original, but no one’s paying me for my views on the subject. In fact, no one’s paying me for my snatches, either, unless you count the measly allowance Uncle gives out, which is hardly enough to buy afternoon snacks.

Money or no money, I have to admit that I love this part of my job. Nothing beats the rush of adrenaline right before a snatch. The more dangerous the mission, the greater the thrill. I’m not about to share this with Uncle, though. He’d probably find some way to take the fun out of it.

Laying the replica down, I feel around for the snaps holding the original to the pole. There are two of them. I try to unhook the snaps, but no go. I’ll have to cut the rope.

I pull my knife from my jeans pocket. This is the delicate part. Uncle’s clients are real picky types, and if I so much as nick the fabric, the customer will no doubt demand his money back. But that’s nothing compared to what Uncle will do to me if I mess up.

Angling the blade, I begin cutting. It’s going slower than I’d like, mostly on account of the rope being thick and my knife blade being dull. I should have sharpened it before I came. But you can’t think of everything. I take a deep breath and carry on.

Just then, I see something that makes me freeze in place. A shimmering only five feet away. The shimmering is forming into the shape of a person. This isn’t good. The only things that shimmer like that are other time travelers. But Abbie is in the seventeenth century, and nobody else was invited to this little party. I go back to cutting the rope, hoping that my eyes are playing tricks on me.

No such luck. Three seconds later, I’m not alone on the roof anymore. I groan when I see who it is.

Frank.

Like me, Frank is one of Uncle’s time snatchers. He was a street kid when Uncle found him four years ago, living mostly off of leftovers thrown out each night by the restaurants on the Lower East Side. I remember going on the rounds with him once not long after he started and being amazed at his skill in picking garbage cans that had the cheesiest manicotti or the leanest pastrami. But it’s been a while since I’ve hung out with Frank. Around the time that Uncle started acting weird, Frank changed too. He became obsessed with being the number one time snatcher and was, and still is, prepared to do anything to get there, including stealing from the one person who has more snatches than him—namely, yours truly.

I glance at my fingernail and frown. Only two minutes left to complete the snatch.

“Hello, Caleb,” says Frank in a booming voice.

I nearly jump. For a second, I’m positive his greeting is going to alert the guards below and send them scurrying up here. But then I realize he hasn’t spoken the words out loud—only over my mindpatch.

“Hello, Frank,” I reply, using the same frequency. “Let me guess. You just happened to be in the neighborhood and thought you’d drop by and say hi.”

“Something like that,” he says, sauntering toward me as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

He might not be in a rush, but I most definitely am. I’m working away at the rope in a frenzy, silently cursing the amount of time it’s taking.

“Well, it was great seeing you. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m kind of busy here,” I say.

“I can help with that, Caleb,” says Frank. “You see, there was a little mix-up at Headquarters. You’re supposed to be in London with Abbie and the others. This is my snatch.”

“You’re lying,” I say. There’s no way I’m falling for Frank’s story. He knows he’s three snatches behind me this month. He came to stall me until my thirty minutes are up, then claim the snatch for himself and tell Uncle that he had to do it because I failed. It’s not a bad plan, but I don’t think he’s thought it all the way through. Uncle might not view Frank’s hanging around my snatches waiting for me to fail as a good use of his time.

“Move away from the flag and hold your hands out to either side where I can see them,” he says.

“Sorry,” I say. “Go find your own flag.”

I’m through the rope now. My fingernail tells me I’ve got forty-five seconds to get out of here.

I reach for my wrist to initiate the return timeleap. But just as I do, Frank grabs my arm.

Instinctively, I unleash a kick to his shin, and he releases his grip.

We spin and face each other across the roof.

Ten seconds to complete the snatch.

I reach again for my wrist, but at the same moment, he lunges at me and I’m forced to block his punch. We square off again. Frank’s smiling now. He knows my time is running out.

A whirring sound catches my attention. The helicopter is on its way back.

He pulls a black-handled knife with a wicked-looking blade out from under his shirt. I recognize it immediately as the same one I always use for chopping onions back at Headquarters.

“You stole that from the kitchen!” I say in disbelief.

He smirks at me and says nothing.

I’m seething. But what choice do I really have? My own knife is puny compared to his. I might be able to disarm him, but we’re both black belts in karate, and at best I’m looking at a stalemate. Besides, he’s already won. My thirty minutes for completing the snatch ended about five seconds ago.

For a moment, I consider leaping twenty minutes back in time and doing the snatch over, so that I’m long gone before Frank even shows up on the roof. But apart from having to deal with time fog, I doubt it will work anyway. Frank’s not stupid. If l go back to try to outwit him, he’ll counter by leaping even further.

And how did he get the data for my mission anyway? That’s secret information and the only people who know are myself, Uncle and Nassim. I doubt Uncle or Nassim would have told Frank, if for no other reason than they would want him busy completing his own snatches, not poaching mine. No, something doesn’t smell right.

Sighing, I pick up the replica flag and am about to hand it to him when he stops me.

“Nice try, Caleb but I’ll take the other one.”

“If you insist,” I say. “But you’d be making the wrong decision. I already had the copy up on the flagpole when you landed. I was only pretending to cut it down to make you think it was the original.” I’m lying of course, but I figure it’s for a good cause: if Frank’s going to succeed in spoiling my day, then at least I want him to work for it.

Frank smiles, steps even closer and says, “All right. In that case, I’ll take both.”

Hmmm. I wasn’t counting on that. Well, at least he’ll have the embarrassment of trying to figure out which one is the original when he gets back to Headquarters.

I fork them over and watch glumly as he stuffs them under his shirt. The sound of the helicopter is nearing. I calculate the odds of making a quick getaway. Not very good. Frank is holding the blade inches from my chest. If he sees me go for my wrist, he could easily slash me before I make it halfway there.

He looks up at me and smiles one of his big jerk smiles. “You think you’re better than me, don’t you, Caleb?”

I’m tempted to agree with him. After all, it’s the first sensible thing he’s said since he arrived. But instead I say, “If you think poaching my snatches will get you in Uncle’s good books, you’re wrong.”

“To be honest, I don’t know why Uncle doesn’t get rid of you,” Frank continues. “You’re more of a dreamer than a time snatcher. I don’t get distracted with dreams. That’s the difference between you and me. Dreamers dream. But snatchers snatch.”

“That’s a brilliant observation, Frank,” I say, “coming from someone who has only fourteen snatches this month to my seventeen.”

Frank glares at me for a moment, but the next instant, his features soften into his usual smug expression.

“Don’t be late for supper tonight,” he says. “I’m cooking Peking duck. My girl’s favorite.”

It takes all of my concentration to keep my expression neutral, but inside I’m fuming. I know he means Abbie, and the way he said that, it sounded as if he wanted me to think there was something going on between them.

Just then there’s a deafening noise. The helicopter blades are slicing the night air right overhead. A powerful search beam shoots out, sweeping the roof only feet away from where Frank and I are standing.

Frank glances up, but at the same time he’s tapping away at his wrist. No point holding back now. I tap furiously at my own wrist. As soon as Frank has both hands free, he waves them in the air like crazy, and screams at the top of his lungs. It sounds like he’s shouting “stop thief,” but then again it might be “roast beef”—it’s impossible to tell with all the racket of the helicopter. Anyway, I can’t very well ask him because the next moment he disappears.

Which is what I should be doing. But for some reason I’m not. I’m still here.

Just then, I’m caught in the search beam.

“Bú yaò dòng—do not move!” says a voice over a loudspeaker. Nice of him to translate for me, but I could have managed it on my own. I’ve got an implant that instantaneously translates all words I hear into English.

I try tapping again at my wrist. Pounding footsteps and shouts are getting closer.

I look up to see three guards running toward me. One of them has his gun drawn.

Nowhere to run—I’m already backed up to the edge of the roof.

I step behind the U.S. flag and hold it up in front of me, as a kind of shield.

They wouldn’t shoot the U.S. flag on the first day of the Great Friendship, would they?

I close my eyes tight and brace myself.

The guards are only feet away now. The one in the lead reaches for me.

But all he grabs is air.
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June 22, 2061, 4:08 P.M.
Tribeca, New Beijing (formerly New York City)

I land between two parked cars on the north side of Franklin Street, right across from Headquarters.

It’s now eight minutes past four, local time, which means I was away for thirty-two minutes: exactly the same amount of time that I spent in the past. All of our time patches are preprogrammed that way for missions. It makes sense when you think about it. With time travel, you can spend a half hour in the past but choose to return to the present with only two minutes having gone by. Do that often enough, though, and you’ll soon be falling asleep in your soup.

A yellow rickshaw speeds by, missing me by about six inches. Since the city went China-crazy, most of the cabbies have traded in their Fords for these oversized tricycles with seating for two in the back. They’re not much to look at, but they sure get great mileage.

One thing that hasn’t changed, though: it’s still impossible to find a cab in New York. Correction: New Beijing. That’s what the mayor says we have to call New York City for the next year. It’s not so bad, I suppose. The people of Beijing have it worse. They’ve got to call their place Dà Píng Guˇo, which in Mandarin means “the Big Apple.”

I’m drowning in a symphony of horns and curses. The second I stumble onto the sidewalk, someone’s yelling at me to move and someone else is trying to sell me a fake Rolex watch. Normally I’d happily agree with at least one of those suggestions, but there’s nothing I can do. My time freeze hasn’t thawed all the way.

Finally, my body starts listening to my brain and I take a few more steps, scattering some pigeons clustered around a guy who’s flicking wontons at them.

Something crunches under my feet. It’s the partial remains of an Indian dinner. But that’s just the appetizer. There’s trash strewn everywhere. You have to wonder at some of the things people throw away. For instance, not more than three feet from me, there’s a perfectly good coffeemaker, an only slightly used Chinese/braille keyboard and a burgundy love seat that might be a bit faded but otherwise looks in great shape.

The stench is awful. If the garbage strike doesn’t end soon, I’m going to have to spring for one of those pine-scented face masks that are fast becoming a fashion accessory in New Beijing. I really shouldn’t complain, though. If it’s a choice between walking down a stinky sidewalk in New York and a close encounter on a rooftop with gun-wielding Chinese soldiers, I’ll pick stinky every time.

A huge advertisement for EastWest Jeans purrs, “Hello there, handsome. Come on. Try a pair close to your skin,” while another shouts, “Hey, guy, need a caffeine fix?” Call me antisocial, but I’m not crazy about having a conversation with billboards.

I’m not eager to arrive at Headquarters. Any way I look at it, it’s going to go badly for me. So why hurry back?

Instead of crossing, I make a beeline for the Chi Break booth up the street. These booths started springing up all over Manhattan minutes after the U.S. and China inked the Great Friendship. I don’t know many words in Chinese, but chi means “life energy.” The point of the booths is to provide pleasant, calming experiences that will restore your chi so that you can get on with the rest of your day feeling all fresh and relaxed. Of course, like everything else in New Beijing, restoring your life energy doesn’t come cheap—a half-hour session will set you back a hundred bucks. Luckily, in addition to being a thief, I’m also an expert at bypassing security systems and tinkering with payment records.

I step into the telephone booth–sized unit and shut the door behind me. With a few choice voice commands, I disarm the security system and convince the automated administrator that I’m all paid up.

Within seconds, a vanilla smooth voice comes on and says, “Welcome to Chi Break, Robert. May the breath of the winds speak softly in your ears. What is your selection today?”

Robert is the name I use when I’m out in public or doing something slightly illegal. Abbie chose it for me. She says I look like a Robert, whatever that means. I have to admit it’s growing on me. I just hope no one takes liberties with it and starts calling me Roberto or, even worse, Robbie.

For a second, I consider trying something different this time. After all, how much Mountain Meadow can one person stand?

“Mountain Meadow, please,” I say.

“An excellent selection. Enjoy your Chi Break, Robert,” the machine responds. The lights blink out, and suddenly I’m inhaling fresh air and the fragrance of wildflowers. It’s all an illusion, of course, but everything looks, sounds and feels so real, right down to the drops of early morning dew on the tips of the long grass sweeping the meadow. Give me another hour of this, and I’ll be totally relaxed.

Except that I don’t have an hour. I’ve only booked ten minutes, which is just enough to take the edge off. I’d stay longer, but I should be getting back to Headquarters and reporting in. If I’m really late, Uncle will kill me. Well, maybe not actually kill me. He might only torture me. Yes, that’s it. A good old-fashioned Chinese water torture in honor of the Great Friendship.

I will my shoulders to relax.

A memory takes hold. I’m a toddler walking with my mother, a carpet of soft grass beneath our feet. “Smell this one, Caleb,” she says and holds a purple flower under my nose. I scrunch my nose and sneeze. She laughs. My mother’s laughter is the sweetest part of the memory. I try desperately to hold on to it.

“Your Chi Break is over, Robert,” announces the machine’s simulated voice. My mother’s laughter slips away like smoke.

I sigh, exit the booth and head home. Soon, 179 Franklin Street comes into view. It’s a nice-looking building: six stories, red brickwork and wood trim over a funky entranceway. Most of the tenants are what you’d expect to see in Tribeca: a decent Greek restaurant on the ground floor, an artists’ co-op on the first, a canine dental surgeon on the second and a law firm specializing in entertainment law on the third floor. Nothing out of the ordinary.

You’d never guess that the fourth and fifth floors are the headquarters of Timeless Treasures, a company that provides unique goods for the ultrarich: special-ordered hard-to-get items from the past.

The way I heard it, the army had secretly tried for years to develop a prototype for time travel but could never quite make it work. So they shelved Project Chronos, as it was called, and destroyed all the records. Or at least they thought they had destroyed everything. The truth was that a certain truck driver for the waste disposal firm got it into his head to deliver the documents to a warehouse that he had secretly leased. After two years of late nights picking through a hundred boxes of documents, the truck driver (who, by the way, also happened to have a degree in quantum physics) pieced together enough information to build his own time travel system—and unlike the army’s versions, his worked.

“Truck Driver Builds Greatest Invention of Twenty-First Century” is what the newspaper headlines would have said if they had ever found out. But they never did. The truck driver never told anyone, including the army. He quit his job, became “Uncle” to a handful of adopted children and, when he decided they were old enough, sent them out into the world to steal stuff for wealthy clients who didn’t ask too many questions. The rest, as they say, is history.

For a company that doesn’t advertise, business sure is booming. As a team, Abbie and I are averaging four snatches a week, and so are the other teams. Throw in a few solo snatches, and that translates to about fifty a month. Abbie, who along with her other skills has a natural talent for intelligence gathering, found out that Uncle’s clients pay on average a hundred thousand bucks for each little memento from the past. So we’re talking a cool five million dollars every month … tax free. That’s a nice piece of change.

It doesn’t take me long to get to work. I live in a dorm on the fourth floor with the other male time snatchers, Frank and Raoul. Lydia, who is Frank’s snatch partner, shares the other dorm room with Abbie. The kitchen, lounge and Nassim’s office are also on four. Uncle’s office and our workstations are on five.

I mostly use my workstation to research local customs and other things that might come in handy when I’m on a mission. It’s amazing what you can find online—stuff like what the cave dwellers in the Pecos River Valley of Texas ate for breakfast in 9,500 B.C.

One of the things Uncle taught us early on was that the more you know about the way people lived in the time/place you’re going to, the less you’ll stick out like a sore thumb. And when your job is to steal things from under people’s noses, blending in is a must. I have to admit though, unlike Abbie, who can sit at her workstation for hours on end, after twenty minutes my legs start doing drum solos, and I have to get up and do a few karate kicks. So I don’t spend as much time on research as I probably should.

I glance up to the dorm window. There’s no sign of activity. Good. I don’t think I could deal with Frank right now.

Climbing the stairs to the front entrance, I’m fully aware that my every move is being recorded. Uncle likes to know who’s coming and going.

On entering the lobby, I notice that the artists’ co-op has a new exhibit: a hologram of pink bowling balls orbiting what looks like a teapot with spouts at both ends. Each time a ball passes by one of the spouts, an image of the Arctic flashes on an overhead screen and the temperature in the lobby drops by two degrees. Nice.

As I press the Up button for the elevator, I don’t feel anything other than a slight chill due to the bowling ball exhibit. But a dozen different sensors are checking me out, confirming my identity. It’s all part of Uncle’s elaborate security system to keep out certain undesirable types, like the police or Internal Revenue Service. Of course they wouldn’t have any problems visiting Cohen and Chen, Attorneys-at-Law, on the third floor or bringing their dogs in for a teeth whitening on two, but as soon as they ask for four or five, they’ll get an “out of service to those floors” message.

The inside of the elevator is pretty much like any other old-fashioned elevator in New York, oops—New Beijing: a steel cage that feels like a prison once the door clanks shut.

“Four,” I say.

“For what?” a voice squawks, and Phoebe’s elevator attendant persona appears on the wall screen: smart royal blue pantsuit with red piping on the arms and legs and a double row of silver buttons up the front. A matching pillbox cap completes the picture. I have to admit, she looks fairly sharp for a computer.

Of course, if you called Phoebe a computer to her face, she’d be highly insulted. She likes to think of herself as a regular person. It’s true that Phoebe’s operating system is sprinkled with human DNA (which allows her to do a trillion calculations a second without breaking a sweat), but it’s a real stretch to talk about her as a real person. On the other hand, she’s gotten quite good at mimicking certain human personality traits and can do “annoying” better than any real person I know.

“Not that kind of for, Phoebe,” I say and take a deep breath. But it’s too late. The feeling of calm from my Chi Break is quickly evaporating.

“Well, then, what kind of for do you mean?” she asks.

“You know,” I say. “One, two, three, four.”

“Five, six, seven, eight,” says Phoebe agreeably.

Except that she’s not being agreeable. She’s being difficult. Which would be fine if she were keeping intruders from nosing around Timeless Treasures Headquarters. But right now it’s just plain annoying.

“Phoebe, I’ve just come back from China, and I’m hot, tired and thirsty, and I’ve got to report in. So can you please take me up to the fourth floor?”

A long moment of silence passes. I know what she’s doing. In baseball it’s called icing the hitter. She’s trying to throw my balance off, to remind me how big and important she is and how small and insignificant I am. I suppose it’s possible I’m reading too much into her little act. Maybe a human quality like nastiness is really beyond her. I mean, when you get right down to it, all she is is a bunch of DNA-saturated synthetic neuro-dendrites with a few microchips—and not even top-of-the-line, either.

“Well … okay,” says Phoebe, finally. “Since you said please.”

When the doors whoosh open, I step out into a dingy reception area. Cracks run through the walls, and the paint has peeled away in places to show swatches of green-striped wallpaper. A water pipe pokes through near the ceiling, although it looks like someone has made a halfhearted attempt to hide it by painting it the same mustard yellow as the walls. A threadbare sofa that might once have been white sits forlornly under a slightly crooked sign that says NEW BEIJING EXPORT COMPANY.

The sign, like the crummy reception area, is all just a front.

I flop down on the couch and reach a hand underneath. Every time I do this, I cringe, thinking my fingers are going to encounter a lumpy mass of used Great Friendship Extra Chew Bubble Gum. Luckily, the only thing I feel is the Access button. I press it, and the south wall slides back, revealing the real reception area for Timeless Treasures.

Except today there’s not a lot of revealing going on. In fact, it’s pitch-black. Not even the dim light from the fake reception area has managed to penetrate the gloom beyond the wall. If I could, I’d switch to night vision, but my ocular implant doesn’t work inside Headquarters. I stand and take two blind steps forward. The wall slides closed behind me.

All of my senses kick into high alert as I brace myself for the inevitable attack.

Ten seconds go by.

Could I be wrong? Maybe the attack isn’t coming.

Twenty seconds pass. Still nothing.

Maybe … and then something like iron grips my neck and throat. The assault is so swift I don’t have time to even breathe.

“Four letters,” a husky voice whispers. “Chinese sailing vessel dating from ancient times or food containing zero nutritional value.”

I’d like to help Nassim out with his crossword puzzle, but the mechanics of the situation make it impossible for me to grunt, let alone utter a four-letter word.

He must realize it too, because he eases his grip slightly.

“H-hello, Nassim,” I splutter. “I’m reporting in.”

The large man releases me. He snaps his fingers and the reception area swims into focus. The first thing I see, floating in front of me, is a three-foot-high hologram of the company logo, a snake wrapped around an hourglass. Just above the logo in floating orange neon letters is Uncle’s inspirational message of the week: A failed snatch is like half a sneeze.

Uncle may have some faults, but I’ve got to admit he’s got a certain way with words.

I rub my neck while Nassim flips open his handheld. He’s the latest in Uncle’s string of personal assistants/bodyguards. He also tutors us time snatchers on karate, including at no extra charge, surprise attacks that are virtually impossible to defend against.

The word around Timeless Treasures is that Nassim knows twenty-seven different ways to immobilize an opponent using only his left thumb. According to Abbie, he made some bad bets at the racetrack, and Uncle bailed him out. Now he owes Uncle a pile of money, which he’ll never be able to repay on his paltry salary. But I’d be surprised if he and his deadly thumb manage to last even another month. Next week, Nassim will have been with Uncle six months, which is usually when Uncle dumps his assistants.

“Ah, yes, the Beijing mission. Kindly hand it over,” says Nassim.

So polite. It’s hard to believe this is the same guy who was throttling me just a moment ago.

“I … I don’t have anything for you,” I say.

“How can that be?” says Nassim, his eyes narrowing. “Did you not complete the snatch?”

“Well, when I got to the snatch zone, the Great Friendship flag wasn’t there.”

Nassim’s crossword-puzzle-solving fingers are twitching. He doesn’t like surprises. They mess up his paperwork. For a long moment, he just looks at me, saying nothing.

“Someone else must have snatched it,” I say finally to break the silence.

I don’t like lying to Nassim. He’s a decent guy. But if I tell him that Frank and I were going at it again, he’ll have no choice but to go straight to Uncle with the news. And Uncle isn’t the sympathetic type.

“I’ll have to record it as a failed snatch,” says Nassim.

I nod. It’s not so bad—yet. Thankfully, I’ve got no other failed snatches this month.

“Please wait in the lounge while I complete my report,” he says.

I nod again, and just before I turn to go, I whisper, “Junk,” in answer to Nassim’s crossword puzzle clue. He rewards me with a toothy grin and a clap on the back that sends a fresh jolt of pain up to my poor neck.

I walk down the hall to the lounge. It’s a combination of living room, dining room and mission briefing room. It also has a large walk-in closet with a full wardrobe of clothing for different centuries and places and cubbyholes for each time snatcher where Nassim puts our clothes for upcoming missions. But since he doesn’t know much about women’s clothes, Abbie and Lydia are allowed to pick their own.

Immediately I notice that the old water cooler has been replaced with one of those new rock water fountain ones. According to Uncle, waterfalls, even small ones, are supposed to be calming and improve the chi of the room. I’m surprised to see something so fancy in the lounge. It’s not that Uncle can’t afford it. But when it comes to spending on us time snatchers, he’s usually on the cheap side.

I grab a drink from the new fountain and gaze out the small window. One thing that hasn’t changed is the view: solid brick everywhere you look. When I was eight, I managed to open the window, reach across and scratch my name in the brick with a pair of scissors. Uncle found out and I spent the next three days cleaning the kitchen, lounge and bathrooms. Which, when I think of it now, seems a light punishment compared to what would happen if I pulled the same stunt today.

“Long time no see, Caleb. Try to steal from any other agents lately?” says a voice.

It’s Frank, standing just outside the doorway.

I take a long drink of water before I speak. Winning an argument with Frank is a bit like trying to catch a fish with your bare hands. Even so, there’s no way I’m going to let him walk all over me.

“You’ve got it backwards,” I say. “You stole from me, remember?”

Frank laughs his annoying, superior laugh, and then says, “You’re right. I stole from you. But only because you were taking way too long to do a simple snatch, so Uncle sent me to get the job done.”

I don’t believe him for one second. Apart from the fact that he’s changing his tune—when we were on the roof together he claimed that it was supposed to be his snatch—there’s no way Uncle would send him to finish my snatch. Would he?

I throw a mask over my emotions and gaze past him. What’s taking Nassim so long? I wish he would hurry up and finish his report so I can get out of here.

“Aren’t you curious about where everyone is?” he asks, ending my peace and quiet.

“No,” I say.

“They’re lugging bags of garbage to 2059,” Frank says. “I would have joined them, but Uncle’s asked me to do a special job for him.”

I look back out the window. Did he say “everyone”? That can’t be. I’m supposed to meet up with Abbie for our mission to 1826 France. Of course, Uncle could have reassigned her to garbage duty. Either that, or Frank’s lying.

“Don’t you want to know what the special job is?” he says.

“Not really,” I say, knowing that he’ll tell me anyway.

“Sure you do,” he says. “It’s a collection. I get to take the Time Pod. Want to come along?”

Frank’s pressing my buttons. He knows I can’t stand hearing about collections, which is just a fancy word for kidnappings. It’s Uncle’s latest project: snatching young homeless kids from the streets and training them to be time thieves. Since a wrist patch can only transport the person wearing it, Frank has to take the Time Pod—a time travel machine that looks like a big steel drum from the outside but on the inside has seating for up to four people.

Uncle’s got this grand vision of a hundred kids working for him, snatching stuff from across the centuries so that he can satisfy the growing demand for memorabilia from the past. He says he’s doing these kids a favor, that without him, they’ll just die on the streets. But I don’t buy it. Just because they’re street kids doesn’t mean their lives are free for the picking.

According to Abbie, he’s already got seventeen new recruits. Most of them are four or five years old. You’d think that there would be a lot of escape attempts. But that’s actually pretty rare. If Uncle’s anything like he was with us at that age, they probably all adore him.

As for us senior time snatchers, the fear of what Uncle would do to us once he found us is enough to keep us from bolting.

This isn’t just paranoia; this is fear based on the real facts. And the facts can be boiled down to two words: memory wipe.

All you remember wiped away in minutes. It’s a brutal and unforgiving weapon, and I have no doubt that Uncle would use it like he did with Vlad, who tried to make a break for it in thirteenth-century Morocco.

The way I heard it, Uncle sent Nassim after him. Nassim found Vlad, crushed up a couple of memory-wipe pills and poured them into a drink. Soon after Vlad drained the glass, all his memories also drained away. But it didn’t end there. Nassim brought him back to Timeless Treasures and planted new, false memories where the old ones used to be. I guess that’s why Uncle didn’t kill him right off. No point wasting a fully trained time snatcher if you can reprogram him. Poor old Vlad. Two weeks later, he was killed on mission to 1983 Pamplona, Spain—gored at the running of the bulls.

“I hope he isn’t a biter like the one last week,” says Frank, with as much emotion as if he’s talking about the weather. “That was a bit awkward. I really wanted to teach the kid some manners, but Uncle doesn’t like it when they show up at the Compound without any teeth. What do you say, Caleb? Care to join me for a little fun?”

I shake my head. Inside I feel like I’m going to explode. I’m done waiting for Nassim. I stand up and head toward the door.

Frank takes a quick step to block me. Although we’re both thirteen, he’s got four inches of height on me, and right now he’s making a point of using each one of them.

Just then Nassim appears by the doorway. “Caleb, I’ve finished the report. You can go now. Please pick up your clothes for your next mission on your way out. Oh, and by the way, Abbie’s back from London. Frank, kindly move so that Caleb can pass.”

So she is here. I glare at Frank but he doesn’t meet my eyes. He’s too busy trying to stare down Nassim. After about five seconds, he gives up and steps to the side.

Personally, I like Nassim, but Frank can’t get over the fact that Nassim has better access to Uncle than he does. The only thing that stops him from trying to order Nassim around is that Uncle might not like it. That and the thirty pounds more muscle that Nassim has over him.

On my way out of the lounge, I reach into my cubbyhole and grab the clothes Nassim has chosen for my next mission—a fine white linen shirt, burgundy waistcoat, a pair of black breeches and sturdy Wellington boots. As I change in the boys’ washroom, I stand in front of the mirror and practice facial expressions. Apart from the thrill of the snatch itself, one of the things I like about a lot of snatches is the chance to be an actor—someone totally different than my day-to-day self. Snatches can be like performances. Any common thief can steal something, but I like to think that, through creativity, I’ve raised my snatches to a whole new level.

Or rather, Abbie and I have raised our snatches to a whole new level. Uncle adopted Abbie a few months after me, and we did everything together growing up. So when it came time for Uncle to put together teams of time snatchers, it was natural for us to be paired up. Which is a good thing, because I wouldn’t want to be with anyone else. Not only is Abbie the best natural thief I’ve ever seen, but she can also size up a situation in an instant; that can sometimes mean the difference between life and death in this business. She’s saved my hide more than once over the years. Also, we know each other so well that sometimes I only have to think about asking her something before the answer’s already halfway out of her mouth.

I spend a few minutes on surprise and disgust and then switch to anger. Now, there’s one I can do with my eyes closed. All I have to do is think of Frank, and my face immediately morphs into a believable expression of rage.

As I head down the hall, I see the door to the fire escape partly open. Abbie and I hang out there a lot, before and after missions. The view of the city isn’t the best, since all we can really see is the brick wall of the building next door, but if you look straight up through the struts of the iron stairs, you can see a fair-sized patch of New Beijing sky.

Abbie is lying on her back on the landing, knees bent, a cushion propped under her head. Her long auburn hair spills over the sides of the cushion. Not surprisingly, she’s already dressed for our mission in a long-sleeved blue dress with a bit of lace at the bottom and velvet slippers. A frilly white bonnet is perched on one knee.

Abbie’s facing away from me, but as soon as I step out onto the landing, her left arm rises and two fingers waggle in my direction. Her other hand pats the floor beside her.

“Hi, Cale,” she says.

“How’d you know it was me?”

“Your knee clicked.”

“Traitor,” I say to my knee and sprawl down beside her.

“How was Beijing?” she asks.

“Interesting. I didn’t have much time to explore, but there’s a great park with huge stone lions and a footbridge over a lily pond. People were hanging out and doing Tai Chi and stuff.”

I leave out the part about my rooftop encounter because I can use a mental break from all things Frank right now.

“How was the Tower of London?” I ask.

“Hot and stuffy,” she says. “We should get danger pay when we travel to time/places before the invention of air-conditioning.”

I laugh and feel some of the tension of the day’s events melt away.

“Well, I’m ready for France when you are,” I say, referring to our next mission.

“Yes, I can see that you are,” she says, eyeing me up and down. “Nice boots.”

“Thanks.”

“Let’s play a game before we go,” she says, looking up at the sky.

I follow Abbie’s glance. There aren’t enough clouds to play our favorite game: Name That Presidential Cloud.

“Why don’t we play Heels of Fortune?” she says.

A good second choice.

“Okay. Do you want to go first?” I say.

“No, you go,” she says. “I went first last time.”

We lie quietly, neither of us saying a word. I tune my ears to the sounds around me. There’s no shortage of noises—car horns, the drone of an airplane, the wind whistling through the metal stairs. I ignore all of these and concentrate on the sounds coming from just beyond the entrance to the alley. I can’t see the sidewalk from where I’m sitting, but I’ll be able to hear anyone approaching.

I don’t have to wait long before I hear a set of footsteps.

The smacking of heels on sidewalk is fairly pronounced, and I detect a slight drag on the left foot. But this game isn’t about guessing correctly. In fact, it’s the opposite—the more outrageous you are with your predictions of who the person is and what they do for a living, the better.

“Two hundred and fifty-five pounds, male,” I begin, “with a wad of chewing tobacco that he keeps permanently tucked inside his right cheek, as a reminder of his failed dream to play second base for the Yankees. He’s wearing a crisp white shirt, plaid pants and tortoiseshell glasses and is carrying a brown fake leather briefcase with samples of a new line of scented nose warmers. Your turn.”

“His shirt was white,” she begins, “until about an hour ago when the ketchup from his Beijingburger got away from him a little, so now there’s a red stain the shape of Florida on his right sleeve just below the elbow. Plus, although you’ll probably never get to see it, on his lower back there’s a tattoo of a ski-jump-shaped nose inside a heart and below it the words ‘Mom Nose Best’ … you go now.”

The sound of heels striking sidewalk stops suddenly, two seconds of silence follows and then I hear a gargantuan sneeze.

Excellent. When you’re playing Heels of Fortune, any kind of bodily eruption is like found treasure in the hands of a skilled player.

“The glasses, plaid pants and briefcase are all part of an elaborate disguise,” I say. “In fact he’s no nose warmer salesman. His name is Victor Sanayovitch, and his real job is duster for FIST—Fingerprinting and Investigative Society of Toledo. He is currently on a mission of utmost secrecy … and his sneeze is no ordinary sneeze—something very special flies out of his nose. Your turn, Abbie.”

She laughs. The footsteps are at their peak now. In a few seconds, Victor will be out of earshot.

“When Victor sneezes,” she says, “what he’s really doing is spraying fingerprint dust on the pretzel handed to him by Lorenzo, proprietor of the Piping Hot Pretzel vending cart stationed at this very moment directly in front of Headquarters. The pretzel is still warm when Victor runs the prints through his FIST mobile database and finds a match. Lorenzo is no innocent pretzel seller. When he was in kindergarten, little Lorenzo regularly traded his macaroni and cheese for Claudio Fazio’s meatball sandwich. Then he’d throw away the bread and use the meatballs as poker chips in his regular lunchtime game behind the monkey bars.”

I snort my approval.

“C’mon, let’s see what he really looks like.” Abbie takes off down the fire escape.

“Or she,” I say, clambering down the steps after her.

We race out of the alleyway and glance right. Immediately, I see two people who are the correct distance away to be our guy—one is a large woman dressed in a black spandex workout suit, and the other a short bald man carrying a poodle under one arm.

“Who do you think?” says Abbie.

“Hmmm. It must be her,” I say. “She looks like she can throw a pretzel a great distance.”

“I think it’s him,” she says.

As we watch, the man stops in his tracks and lets go with a monstrous sneeze. It’s too much. Abbie and I run back to the fire escape and collapse on the bottom step, roaring with laughter.

We recover at about the same time, but then I look at her as if I’m about to sneeze and this sends us both into another laughing frenzy. Finally we stop for good.

“That was fun. Ready for Operation Shutterbox?” she says.

Abbie likes to code-name all of our missions. She says it makes our job more glamorous.

“Ready,” I say.

Our mission is to snatch the first photograph ever taken. We’ll be leaping to 1826 and landing just outside the village of Saint-Loup-de-Varennes in France. The snatch will take place at the home of the inventor of photography, Nicéphore Niépce. Nicéphore’s wife and son are supposed to be away visiting relatives. The only possible complication is Nicéphore’s brother Claude, who may be at the home at the time of the snatch. The file says that he’s a mad-scientist type, with the emphasis on mad.

I give a contented sigh. Apart from the tingle of excitement I always feel before a mission, there’s also the thrill of going to a time in history where no one else from the twenty-first century has ever been before. To say nothing of the pleasure of getting away from Frank and spending some time with Abbie.

From the mission data, it looks like a straightforward snatch. Who knows? Maybe we’ll even have time for some of that wonderful crusty French bread.

“I’ve got the replica,” Abbie says. “Want to see it?”

“Sure.”

She slips one hand under her long dress and pulls out a pewter plate about five inches wide by eight inches high.

The black-and-white image shows a barn, a pigeon house and a bit of the horizon.

“Kind of boring looking,” I say. Still, I can understand how owning the first photograph ever taken in the history of the world would be a thrill for one of Uncle’s customers. After all, there’s only one first photograph, and whoever ordered it probably couldn’t care less what it was a photo of or even if Niépce got his thumb in the shot.

“Have you been practicing your French?” Abbie asks, twisting her hair into a bun.

She’s big on mission preparation, which in her mind includes learning at least some of the local language spoken wherever we go.

“La plume de ma tante est sur la table,” I say straight-faced, repeating a sentence I remember hearing from a Speak French Like a Parisian holo.

She laughs. “Do you know what you just said?”

“Yes. I said that you are my sister and that we are the children of Nicéphore Niépce’s brother Bernard’s wife’s youngest sister, and we have come for a short visit,” I say, repeating the cover story for Operation Shutterbox.

“Very funny, mister. Actually, you said that your aunt’s pen is on the table.”

“Did I really?” I say, eyes wide in mock surprise.

In truth, I don’t know much French, but with my translator implant, it doesn’t matter. As soon as someone speaks to me in a different language, not only will I understand what they are saying, but also the next words that come out of my mouth will automatically be in that language.

“Yes, really,” she says, adjusting her bonnet. “On y va.”

“Eva? Who’s she?”

“It means ‘let’s go’ in French.”

“Oh.”

“On three,” she says. “Un, deux, trois!”

“Quatre!” I add, just to show off. But it’s too late. Abbie’s already gone. I touch my wrist and follow her back in time.
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