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For the clerks who keep the hour honest.
And for anyone who has ever paid with breath.
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“Finish what you begin.”
Mrs. Briggs
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Thank you to the readers who spot the joke on the first pass and the echo on the second.
Thanks to [names] for early eyes and late nights.
Thanks to [artist] for a cover that laughs and dreads in equal measure.
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You may notice a faint 11:11 near chapter breaks. That is intentional.
You may also notice a horse-head speaking in Morse. That is intentional too.
If a cucumber triangle appears at the wrong time, it will be filed.
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Chapter One: The Wrong Century
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Buck woke face-down in wet English grass that smelled like Earl Grey and lawn clippings. His 25th-century flight suit hummed as it tried to magnetize to a century that did not recognize him. A plaster gnome stared from the hydrangeas like a bouncer who had seen worse. Buck rolled over, blinked at the fog, and said, “Mars needs more red.”

H. G. Wells stepped out from behind a hedge with a cricket bat and ink on his fingers, hair electrified by ideas or poor grooming. Behind him sat a brass contraption the size of a wardrobe, all levers and dignity, purring like a cat in a library. “You have landed on my manuscript,” Wells said. “And my lawn.”

“Buck Rogers,” Buck said, standing. “Hero, pilot, part-time appliance repair. Your machine looks like a toaster learned Latin.”

“My machine looks like a machine,” Wells said. “Yours looks like a silverfish in mourning.”

The gnome did not wave. It looked. Like it took notes.

Buck brushed mud off the foil and pointed at the brass device. “So this is the famous Time Machine. Does it make coffee or only regrets.”

“It makes consequences,” Wells said, and set the bat down with the solemnity of a footnote. “Kindly step away from the lever.”

Buck did not step away from the lever. He leaned in and squinted at the dial frozen between Yesterday and Tomorrow. “Stuck,” he said. “Classic.”

“It is paused,” Wells said. “Paused is a choice.” He lifted a pocket watch on a chain and checked nothing in particular. “And you are late to a century that did not invite you.”

The front door had a horse-head knocker that considered the scene and clicked out a polite interruption, “... . . . . .—. .-.. -.-.—-—.”
“Even your hardware says welcome,” Buck said.
“It says welcome to the police,” Wells said.

Buck pulled a tubular weapon that matched his suit. “Freeze-gun,” he announced, aiming at a rosebush. He squeezed the trigger. The roses flash-froze into blue glass blossoms. Fog gathered on the petals like applause.

Wells poked a crystal rose with the tip of his bat. “At last, a practical use for science. Chilled drinks.”

A wheelbarrow squeaked. Mrs. Briggs, the gardener, trundled into view, saw the frozen hedge, the brass machine, one man in tweed, and one in mirrored pajamas. She set the handles down and folded her arms. “If that thing explodes on my begonias, I will edit both of you.”

“Madam,” Wells said, “we are men of letters.”

“You are men of damp,” she said. “And of trouble.”

Buck holstered the freeze-gun. “No trouble. Demonstration. Besides, I come with warranty.” He tapped his chest. The flight suit whirred. Nothing impressive happened. “Limited warranty,” he admitted.

The mantel clock inside the house tolled once for the drama and then sat at 11:11 as if time had signed a confession and walked away whistling.

Wells kept his eyes on Buck. “You are far from home,” he said.

“Home keeps moving,” Buck said. “I aim for tomorrow and land in your hedges.”

“Then tomorrow chose better company,” Wells said. He adjusted his mustache one inch to the left of correct as if that would steady the century. “Where were you meant to be.”

“Orbit,” Buck said. “Routine test hop, heroic grin, nothing difficult. A hiccup, a flash, and now I am debating a man who looks like my high school’s debating team.”

“Your school must have been magnificent,” Wells said. “Step back from the lever.”

Buck did not step back from the lever. He put two careful fingers on the strap and measured a lawful inch. “Fine. Not touching. Observing. That sound is wrong.”

“It is my machine,” Wells said. “All its sounds are right.”

The horse-head knocker clicked again, this time with the cheerful persistence of a cabman, “... . . . . -.—-—..- .-. .-. .. -.. . .—. .- .-. -.- . -..”
“Your ride’s parked,” Buck translated, and tilted his head at the empty street. “He has jokes.”
Mrs. Briggs leaned the barrow against the hedge and inspected the frozen roses. “If the Queen asks why her lane smells like gin, I will blame both of you.”

“Gin,” Buck said, brightening. “That I can fix.” He pointed the freeze-gun at a puddle, gave it a respectful tap, and lifted a clean chunk of ice like a bartender who had snuck into chemistry. “See. Cocktail stone.”

“You are not putting laboratory ice in my tea,” Mrs. Briggs said.

Wells eyed the brass contraption. “If you insist on being useful, direct your enthusiasm at not breaking causality.”

“Causality broke first,” Buck said. He took two steps toward the machine, then paused at the gnome. The tiny red cap looked up with audit in its eyes. “Your statue is judging me.”

“It keeps the books,” Wells said. “Mrs. Briggs promotes from within.”

The gnome did not wave. It looked. Like it already knew the total.

Buck nodded at the machine. “Tell me you have flown this thing.”

“I have traveled,” Wells said. “Flying is for birds and metaphors.”

“Flying is for getting where you are going before the tea congeals,” Buck said. He touched a brass rail and felt the purr under the polish. “Power is steady. Resonance is wrong. You set your lever between Yesterday and Tomorrow as if the present were a safe place.”

“It is the only place,” Wells said. “And I have work.”

“Same,” Buck said. “Mine involves not dying in your shrubbery.”

“Your shrubbery is my responsibility,” Mrs. Briggs said. “Your air is your own.”

A raven landed on the frozen rosebush. It pecked the ice once, decided it did not like gin, and flapped away with wounded dignity.

Wells raised the pocket watch again and frowned at its refusal to show him anything. “Why did you come to my garden.”

“Ask your machine,” Buck said. “She whistled. I followed.”

“She is not a she,” Wells said. “She is an It.”

“She purrs,” Buck said. “That is a pronoun with opinions.”

Mrs. Briggs cleared her throat. “If you intend to argue grammar, do it on the path. The beets have feelings.”

Buck stepped to the path. So did Wells. The machine, alone for a second, purred a note lower, as if relieved to have the house to itself. Buck pointed without touching. “Hear that.”

“I hear a narrative man looking for a lever,” Wells said.

“I hear a lever that wants a bartender,” Buck said. He dug in a pocket and produced a triangular cucumber sandwich wrapped in wax paper. “Emergency ration,” he said. He did not eat it. He set it on the machine’s footplate like a peace offering.

Mrs. Briggs narrowed her eyes. “If that becomes a superstition, I will charge you rent.”

Buck looked at Wells. “All right, professor. Do we make a truce.”

“We make an arrangement,” Wells said. “You refrain from experiment until I say the word. I refrain from calling the constable until you stop being a menace.”

“Done,” Buck said. He stuck out a hand.

Wells shook it. The handshake was brief, formal, and unexpectedly warm. The horse-head knocker clicked a short approval, “... . . . . .—. .-.. -.-.—-—.”
“Even the metal likes us,” Buck said.
“Do not let it go to your head,” Wells said. “It likes punctual people.”

The mantel clock inside held its 11:11 like a watermark. The fog on the lane breathed in and decided not to come closer. Mrs. Briggs lifted the barrow handles and squinted at the crater of crushed grass where Buck had landed. “That patch will need reseeding.”

“I will reseed,” Buck said. “I am excellent at reseeding. I reseeded a moon once.” He paused. “It did not take.”

Wells looked from the crater to the contraption. “You said it whistled.”

“It called in the voice of problems that want company,” Buck said. “You built a door and left it ajar. The universe tracks drafts.”

“Then we close the door properly,” Wells said. He moved to the console, not touching yet, just letting his presence convince the levers to behave. “You will stand two paces back, and you will not improvise.”

Buck stood two paces back. His mustache attempted gallant, lost nerve, and settled at crooked debonair. “I can follow instructions. I am not a barbarian.”

“You are an optimist,” Wells said.

“That too,” Buck said.

Mrs. Briggs scraped a furrow in the softened lawn with the toe of her boot and drew a small circle. “That is where you two stand when you decide to ruin my afternoon with miracles. That circle makes you think before you pull. It is legal magic.”

Buck saluted her with the freeze-gun. “Understood.”

“It is a broom,” she said, but she smiled.

Wells put his hand near the lever and breathed as if he were about to pronounce a vowel he respected. “We will not go anywhere,” he said. “We will test. We will pay attention. We will be kind to the roof.”

Buck looked up at the slate. The hover-cycle was not there yet. The roof liked the quiet. “I can be kind to a roof.”

“Then watch,” Wells said.

He eased the lever forward the smallest legal hair and returned it to neutral. The machine did not lurch. The air learned shimmer the way polished glass learns a reflection. The roses shed their ice with the sound of polite applause. The gnome approved by not falling over.

The horse-head knocker clicked a final little count into the quiet, “... . . . . -—-. . - .—-—- .... .-. . .”
“One, two, three,” Buck said. “Gym cadence.”
Mrs. Briggs nodded at her circle. “Good. You learn.”

Buck grinned. “Lesson one. Not touching is still an action.”

Wells allowed himself the smallest fraction of a smile. “Lesson two. The present is hard work.”

Mrs. Briggs pushed the barrow away and did not look back. The fog at the hedge stayed where it belonged. The roses thawed back to ordinary beauty. The mantel clock inside held 11:11 as if the room found comfort in a joke that had learned manners.

Wells placed two fingertips on the brass and listened. “Again,” he said. “Gently.”

Buck set his boots in the circle and, for once, did exactly what he was told.

Wells eased the lever again and returned it to neutral. The machine purred like a cat that had learned library manners. Frost fell from the roses in a tidy shrug and the gnome approved by not falling over.

“Now we test the bill,” Mrs. Briggs said. She drew another small circle with the toe of her boot beside the first. “Stand in this one when you pay for whatever you just convinced my hedge to forgive.”

Wells lifted his pocket watch. No hands. The face printed a card as neat as a waiter’s smile. One measure Dawn. Two Regret. Garnish Tuesday. The lower edge added a smaller line. Balance due: one honest breath.

Buck’s mustache tried heroic and slid into crooked debonair. “Your watch is a menu.”

“It is an accounting,” Wells said. “Bring a garnish.”

Buck unwrapped his emergency cucumber sandwich. He did not eat it. He tore off a triangle and held it over the watch. The hinge opened and poured a thin, bright ribbon that wrote TUESDAY in steam above the brass, forgot a letter, and soaked into the air like a joke that had decided to be polite.

Mrs. Briggs watched the steam with the patience of a clerk. “Breath,” she said.

They paid with breath. No speeches. The machine’s purr settled one polite notch. The circle in the grass looked pleased to be useful.

The horse-head knocker on the front door clicked a reminder right through Buck’s grin, - . . . . - .- -... -—.—. . -.
“Pay the tab,” Wells translated, and tapped the card with two fingers as if the watch could feel shame.
A raven reconsidered the hedge, changed its mind, and landed on the gnome’s head instead. It pecked the red cap once and hopped off with the dignity of someone who had tried to read the bill and given up.

“You built a bar in a pocket,” Buck said. He held the watch to the light. The smell was gin and a Tuesday he had not yet earned. He took the smallest sip a man could take and still call it a sip.

The world obliged by nudging him two birthdays forward. Silver threaded his temple. His mustache wilted for one second, then recovered into rakish wrong.

Wells frowned. “That was unwise.”

“That was research,” Buck said, voice a shade older and none the worse. He handed the watch over.

Wells inhaled the glass as if it were a page and set it against the machine’s footplate like a stethoscope. The hinge did not pour. The lower edge repeated itself until a person could not miss it. Balance due: one honest breath.

Wells paid with breath. The brass warmed.

Mrs. Briggs nodded at the gnome. The gnome climbed one inch up the footplate by means that looked like glaze deciding to be ambition. It pressed its red cap to the rim like a seal and stamped once. Approval or audit or both.

“Your statue is unionized,” Buck said.

“It keeps books,” Wells said. “It does not keep secrets.”

The horse-head knocker offered a line that tried to be helpful and landed square in Buck’s sentence, - . . . . .—. .-.. -.-.—-—. -
“Welcome,” Wells translated. “Apparently we have met the minimum standard of politeness.”
“Can we raise the bar,” Buck asked
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