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OPENING THE BOOK







WARM BREEZES BLEW in and played across Qualia’s face, carrying unsmelt perfumes and unheard insect drones. Beyond the arched and open windows of her cliff-top castle, an unblue ocean slept. And above its waves, a great and glassy ship, like a vast and upturned greenhouse, sailed by with sightless eyes.


She picked up a book—or what passed for a book in her time—and read.










PIERCE MY BUBBLE










OLD BEDROOM







I CLIMBED DOWN the gangway and into my old bedroom. It looked good. The books were there, dusty on sagging shelves, just as I remembered them. The bed was unmade. And my old lizard, a caramel-coloured Cordylus cataphractus, sunned himself under a bulb. He eyed me warily. Then he slid off his rock and pushed his nose to the glass. He recognised me, even though I had changed so much. I was now an engineer, not an aspiring zookeeper—and far older and richer than I ever expected to be.


I looked back at the metal gangway as it wavered and cut through the translucent zone of wallpaper. It was forged from an exotic alloy—one that could survive the Boundary—and it led to my ship, which hovered outside, parked in an invisible siding in a different space.


I hoped to explore, but I only had five minutes—any longer and I could be trapped. And I wanted to survive. I wanted to visit other times—and a minute had already gone. I tore from my bedroom and raced down the carpeted stairs—echoing a childhood nightmare—and stopped by the yellow front door, its paint bright and fresh. The church opposite rippled through the frosted glass, and I had to check it was properly built. I opened the door, walked across the small front garden, grabbed the creosoted gate—rickety even in this time—flipped the latch, and stepped onto the pavement. A car—angular and small, and long since crushed—chugged by spewing thin fumes. Its driver—old and hunched and smoking, and long since dead—stared straight ahead.


I looked at the church, and I concentrated very hard because the brain always plays tricks and fills in details that might not be there. I counted the individual courses for the height of an arched window. Valuable time, I admit, but time well spent. There was no skimping in the rendering, no artistic suggestion—the building was carefully drawn, not lightly sketched. Every stone and brick was there. This place was real.


A man and his Scottie dog walked along on the other side of the road, by the church railings. They both looked up, and the man smiled: if this were the real past, that would have been enough to tear up history and destroy my time machine. But there was no history extending out from this place, for this was a bubble world: a place with no future—and very little past. And I had very little time here.


I ran back inside and down the hallway—past the hanging coats—through the breakfast room, and into the tiny kitchen. Fred, my old springer spaniel, stirred in his lobby beyond the kitchen door. This was his territory—a little room of brick and tile that led to the garden. I pictured his wicker basket, his tartan rug, his toys, and his water bowl. And I remembered listening to him whimper as he slept there—for the lobby lay directly beneath my bedroom, and the sounds of his dreams rose through the floorboards and comforted the teenage me. And as I lay in my bed all those years ago, I had imagined myself to be a stone knight on a slab, with a hound at my feet—a strong man, eternally protected by his dog. Then Fred died, as dogs always do, but his whimpers remained. They were real sounds, and they came from under my room—as if he lingered to guard me longer. But his grizzling grew less frequent, and after a year he had gone.


He scratched at the door—breaking my reverie—and I let him in.


“Hello, Fred!” I held his furry head and ruffled his ears, and his whole body squirmed with pleasure. Every wiry hair, brown and white, was there. His damp nose wiped against my hand, his dark eyes drew me in, and I felt his soul. Time was ticking, but my dog was back from the dead—and I wanted to connect. “Let’s go into the garden,” I said.


He shot back into the lobby, spilt his water, and thumped against the back door. I pushed the handle, and he flew out—a cannonball of love and stupidity—and bounded onto the tiny lawn.


I stood in my old back garden while he ran circles round me. I looked at the stunted bushes and at the beginnings of what would eventually become a large tree, and then I headed back into the house. I left Fred in the garden. The last time I saw him, he was sniffing along the flower bed—a parallel dog sniffing parallel scents.


There were dirty dishes in the sink, and I hurried by with a pang of guilt and headed back down the corridor. I risked a quick look into the living room. The wooden elephant was on the mantelpiece; he had always been there, plodding across his tiled savannah to the clock. I walked over and picked him up. He was heavy and smooth, and unwilling to leave.


The front door clicked open, and there was a humming and bustling in the corridor. My mother was back from the local shops. I froze, hoping that she’d go straight to the kitchen, knowing she would not. She filled the living room doorway, blocking my exit. Her brow creased, her jaw fell open, and her bag thudded down.


“Who are you?” she asked. “What are you doing here?” Her voice was remarkably firm, considering there was a stranger in her house and by her hearth. Her head tilted a fraction and her lips pursed, as if she were trying to place me. Behind her eyes, rheumy even then, her mind raced.


“No one, nothing, I’m not doing anything. I’m just…”


“Please leave.” She moved aside to let me out.


I slipped past. “Don’t worry, I’d never hurt you.” And saying this triggered a memory of a story that my real mother had told me about a break-in, when two men had forced a window and taken her jewellery. She had met them in the breakfast room, and they had excused themselves. “We’re leaving now,” they’d said. There was no threat, and no violence. And all this would happen thirty years in the future—not that this place had a future.


I raced up the stairs, stopped on the landing, and looked back. My mother held the hallway phone with her left hand and dialled with her right. Nine—her finger shook. The dial ran back, clicking like a timer. Another nine; she was calling the police, but they would never come—there would be no sirens or slamming doors, and no arrest of a time-travelling son. The police, and their station, and the shops around the corner, and the man with his Scottie dog, and the church that formed his backdrop, and my dog in his garden, would vanish in moments. But her call still hurt. It felt like a betrayal, but I had betrayed them. I had called them up: Mum, the man and his dog, my dog, the hunched and puffing motorist, the woman who, in moments, would take my mother’s call, the policeman briefly at his desk, and the shopkeeper who had filled her thudding bag. They all thought it was a normal day. 


I continued to my room, gripping the elephant like a weapon. The gangway was fading fast, and I climbed up—my guts tugged by nostalgia and guilt—and back into my ship.










TIME SHIP







BEHIND ME, THE alloy walkway retracted with a neat thunk. Then the portal shrank, closing across the veil of patterned wallpaper, and shut with a click.


The ship was deep and dusty and dim, and as vast as a nighttime warehouse. But lights twinkled, and heaters glowed, and the great vault of its hull was stuffed with memories: books, and fireplaces, and toys, and bureaux, and table lamps, and easy chairs. There were cars—showroom-new and glinting—and bikes, and balls, and saggy hats. And terrapins in tanks. And coats on hooks. And oils of woodland scenes, and golden rings, and mirrors, and pens, and broken fossils. And a brass microscope, and scattered slides. They all looked real, but they were not. The ship had made them all, and its interface engines hummed beneath my feet, like distant turbines.


I ran a finger down a shelf and tapped the spine of a favourite book. I pulled it out, blew away the dust, and coughed. I opened it and saw my name in blue ink, written in the laboured copperplate of youth. The ship had been thorough in its copying and had missed nothing.


I walked down the wall of fireplaces, to the one with the wooden elephant and the carriage clock. The elephant and clock were inherited and real, but they sat happily on the ship-generated mantelpiece. I added the stolen bubble-elephant. Now, two elephants faced the clock, and I walked away, pleased with the symmetry.







I swiped and tapped the wall, and little boxes lit and danced beneath its surface. Another portal opened, another gangway telescoped out, and I stepped back into my own world—and my own time—and into the arms of Acantha. She gave me a dry kiss and pushed me back.


“Well, how did it go?” She looked me up and down—as if I might show signs of a struggle—and picked a brown hair from my trousers. She reminded me of a woodland creature, in her colouring and fast delicate movements.


“Smoothly, the world was perfect—impossible to tell from reality. I’m impressed.”


She pursed her lips and frowned. “It is reality. It’s not a simulation, you know that.” She shook her head. “How far did you get?”


“Onto the street, and into the back garden. I played with Fred, then I left him outside and came back. It makes me ache just thinking about it.”


“I can imagine.” She stared into the distance. “What about the sky?”


“The sky looked fine.”


“No clouds?”


“I didn’t notice. I’m sorry,” I said.


“Did the sky change?”


God, she could be persistent. “I told you, I didn’t notice the sky. I didn’t see if there were clouds. I didn’t register if the sky was pink or green or perfect polished cerulean. I didn’t look at the fucking sky, not once.”


“Was it raining?”


“No, I’d have noticed that.”


She grinned. “Mmm, I’m not so sure. Your powers of observation aren’t that good…”


“I counted stones on a church, and I stroked dog fur. I did observe.”


“I told you to check the sky. I need to know about the sky. Aart said—”


“I can always go back…” I taunted.


“Too dangerous—you can puncture a bubble world once, and only once. Do it twice, and it could explode. And the shock could reach all the way back here.”


“It might explode,” I said. “Only might. No one knows. Not even the esteemed Dr Aart Gourley knows that. It’s all just theory.”


Acantha grinned. “You want to take that risk?”


“No,” I conceded, “I do not.”


“Remember that you don’t belong in a bubble—you’re a causal alien—so you’ll destabilise it, and a punctured bubble hangs in the void like a sea mine, ready to detonate if touched. So leave well alone.”


“OK, OK, I get the point. There’s no going back.”


“Next time, watch the sky. Aart thinks that bubble-skies might change when their time runs out.”


“You just said bubbles hang around…” I smirked. 


“Bubbles remain, they’re immortal. When you visit one—when you’re inside a bubble world—you’re forced to travel up its time-trunk. The longer you stay, the further you rise. Eventually, you reach the end of the bubble’s history. It’s like riding an unstoppable lift, you must jump before it hits the ceiling. You get one go—that’s it.”


I shivered. “The sky looked fine.”


“Just as well.”








PIZZA & BEER





THAT NIGHT WE ate at our favourite pizza restaurant. We were the only ones there, and its empty tables added drama, letting us focus on each other. Acantha ordered for me, since I always choose the same topping. It’s my favourite, so there’s no point changing, and it goes with my favourite beer. The beer comes in a dark brown bottle, and the label shows a galleon in full sail. Acantha chooses something different every time until she has been through the entire menu. But I’m not that adventurous—at least not with food. Halfway through the meal, she broke the silence.


“Where to next, Pax?”


“That depends on how far back we can go. And what Aart wants to do. It’s his call.” I was stalling. I could not think of a single time that I fancied—not off the cuff like that. Most people have a bucket list of temporal destinations, like ancient Rome, the dinosaurs, or Columbus setting sail. But I just wanted to examine my life, and the lives of my parents. I wanted to find the causes behind my history and to try things differently, to use the ship as a what-if machine. To play with my own archaeology, and to find out why things turned out as they did—why I got deflected from art and settled for engineering, and why I ended up test-piloting a time ship that fell into my lap.


I cradled the bottle and stared at the galleon sailing across its label. It wasn’t Columbus’s Santa María, but a far later warship with more sails and more guns—an altogether more powerful ship. I stood the bottle next to my plate.


Acantha leant forward. “We should try for a hundred years. What do you think?”


“So the Titanic is out of the question?”


“The Titanic,” said Acantha, “is definitely out. You’re unobservant, and unimaginative.”


I poked at my pizza. “I’m not unimaginative. I built a time ship. That takes imagination. You have to give me that.”


“You launched a time ship, that’s all. Actually, it launched itself. You just stood there while it flew at the wall, made a portal, and burrowed through brick.” She grinned. “It made you jump, I remember that. Your face was a picture.”


“I wasn’t expecting it to do that. Anyway, it was my ship.”


“Aart gave it to you.”


“He got it from Pierce.”


I ate the last of my pizza, drank the last of my beer, and stared out at the passersby. I thought about Aart. The man was a genius, and Acantha admired him too much—it was a mentor-student thing—but I knew that one day she would outgrow him. And I thought about Pierce and his connection to Aart. And who knew what. And who built what—if anyone built anything. And who got what from where. But none of it made sense.


She dabbed her mouth. “I’ll
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