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Chapter 1 – The Crash
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The inside of the Portable Emergency Temporal Hub—or P.E.T.H., as the Professor insisted on calling it—smelled faintly of old books, Earl Grey tea, and overheating electronics. It was, Chloe had decided, less a marvel of temporal engineering and more a fire hazard hurtling through the fourth dimension. Bookshelves overflowed with leather-bound volumes, a coat rack was draped in a dozen tweed jackets in varying states of disrepair, and a half-finished game of chess sat on a small table, gathering dust from a nebula they’d passed through last Tuesday.

In the centre of the chaos stood the main console, a bizarre contraption of brass levers, Bakelite knobs, and a single, glaringly modern monitor. On its screen, a green progress bar was frozen.

Landing Sequence Initialising... 99%

“Behold, Chloe!” the Professor declared, his voice booming with the sort of theatrical enthusiasm that suggested he was addressing a packed lecture hall rather than a lone barista. He spread his arms wide, nearly knocking over a precarious stack of encyclopaedias. “Planet Veridia! A world of unparalleled... beige-ness! Imagine it! Lawns so meticulously neutral they make a tax form look like a carnival. It’s the pinnacle of cosmic subtlety!”

Chloe didn’t look up from the screen. She tapped a finger against the glass, her brow furrowed. “That’s great, Professor. But the only thing we’re about to behold is a critical system failure. We’ve been stuck at ninety-nine percent for ten minutes.”

“Nonsense!” he scoffed, waving a dismissive hand. “A mere temporal eddy. A slight wobble in the fabric of spacetime as we breach the planetary atmosphere. Perfectly normal. Adds a bit of spice to the journey, wouldn't you say?”

A low groan echoed from the P.E.T.H.’s core, and the lights flickered, casting long, dancing shadows across the cluttered room. Chloe gripped the edge of the console as the floor vibrated beneath her feet. “The only thing getting spiced is the motherboard,” she muttered. “It’s making a funny smell. A sort of... burnt toast and regret smell.”

“Every great mind has his quirks, and every great machine has its eccentricities,” the Professor said grandly, adjusting his bow tie. “She’s just clearing her throat before the grand performance.”

The groaning intensified into a high-pitched whine. The progress bar on the screen flickered, then vanished, replaced by a single, ominous line of text. Chloe leaned in to read it.

“Professor,” she said, her voice tight. “I don’t think this is an eccentricity.”

“Is it humming a jaunty tune? Sometimes it does that when it’s feeling particularly pleased with a landing,” he mused, peering at the ceiling as if listening for a melody.

“It says, ChronoOS 2.1 has performed an illegal operation and will be shut down.”

Before the Professor could formulate a suitably intellectual retort, the entire P.E.T.H. gave a violent, bone-jarring shudder. The chess pieces rattled off their board, the books tumbled from their shelves, and a shower of sparks erupted from a panel above the door. The comforting hum of the ship’s engine died with a pathetic cough, replaced by a terrifying, unnatural silence. For a moment, they were suspended in the void, two people in a broken box, hanging in the space between everywhere and nowhere.

Then, gravity remembered it had a job to do. The P.E.T.H. dropped like a stone.
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Chapter 2 – Blue Screen of Doom
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The final sound was a dull, earthy thump, like a coffin being dropped into a grave. Then, silence. A profound, all-encompassing quiet that was somehow more alarming than the preceding chaos. After a moment, the P.E.T.H.’s red door, now hanging crookedly on one hinge, swung open with a mournful creak.

The Professor stepped out, adjusting his lapels and brushing a smudge of dirt from his tweed jacket. He surveyed the scene with the air of a connoisseur appreciating a fine painting. The P.E.T.H. was embedded nose-first in a lawn of such profound and uninterrupted beige that it seemed to suck the very colour from the sky. Not a single blade of grass dared to be a slightly different shade. It was the colour of waiting rooms, of unread memos, of utter, soul-crushing neutrality.

“Aha!” he announced to the silent world. “A perfectly executed unplanned landing. Textbook, really. Note the minimal environmental impact.”

Chloe stumbled out behind him, clutching a tablet-like device tethered to the console by a thick cable. She ignored the landscape, her eyes fixed on the device’s screen. It glowed with a piercing, garish blue that was an act of outright violence against the placid beige surroundings. In the centre of the screen was a simple, crudely drawn sad face. Below it, a string of text blinked mockingly.

Error 0xDEADBEEF: Spacetime Continuum Has Stopped Responding.
Please contact your temporal administrator.

“The only environmental impact is the crater where my patience used to be,” Chloe said, holding up the tablet. “The P.E.T.H. isn’t just off, Professor. It’s existentially off. The operating system has crashed so hard it’s achieved a state of technological nirvana.”

The Professor peered at the screen, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “Ah, the Cerulean Screen of Sorrow. A classic. A bit dramatic for my tastes, but it gets the point across. In my day, a firm, percussive recalibration usually did the trick. A good, solid whack right on the upper-left housing.” He raised a hand, preparing to administer the ancient and hallowed technique of hitting something until it works.

“Don’t you dare!” Chloe snapped, stepping between him and the ship. “The last time you did that, you dislodged the temporal gyroscope and we spent three weeks in a dimension where everyone communicated through interpretive dance. It was a nightmare.” She knelt, running her hand along the base of the telephone box, feeling for a hidden seam. “I’m trying to find the diagnostic port. There has to be a way to force a hard reboot without resorting to brute force.”

“Patience, my dear Chloe, is a virtue,” the Professor said sagely. “But a well-aimed thump is a solution.”

He never got the chance to test his theory. From across the oppressively neat lawn, a new sound broke the silence. It was a faint, rhythmic whirring, accompanied by a soft, insistent clicking. The sound of bureaucracy in motion.
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The whirring grew louder, resolving into the distinct sound of servo-motors and the gentle crunch of perfectly manicured turf being compressed by heavy, metallic wheels. Three figures glided into view, moving in a synchronized, unnervingly precise formation across the beige expanse. They were, for lack of a better description, giant salt shakers. Each stood about seven feet tall, their chrome bodies polished to a mirror sheen, tapering towards a flat base that hovered an inch above the ground. A single, pulsating red light was set in the centre of their cylindrical heads, sweeping back and forth like a scanner at a checkout counter. From their sides, multiple spindly, multi-jointed arms emerged, each one clutching a different instrument of bureaucracy: a clipboard, a scanner gun that beeped pedantically, and a self-inking stamp.

They came to a halt exactly five feet from the Professor, the whirring of their motors ceasing in perfect unison. The silence that followed was heavy with unspoken regulations.

The central figure, who Chloe presumed was the leader because its chrome was slightly more polished than the others, extended an arm. A small speaker grille crackled to life.

“Greetings, unauthorised temporal occupants,” it said. The voice was a perfect monotone, a flat, synthesized drone that had been scrubbed clean of all inflection, emotion, or interest. “You are in violation of Veridian Municipal Code, Regulation 47-B, subsection 9.”

The Professor blinked. “I’m sorry, did you say... 47-B?”

“Correct,” the robot droned. “The unauthorised parking of a non-compliant temporal vehicle in a designated residential zone without prior submission of Form 883-Gamma for temporal variance.”

Chloe stared at the machine, then at the Professor. “They want to give the P.E.T.H. a parking ticket.”

“This is not a parking ticket,” the Compliancer corrected, its red light fixing on her. “This is a Notice of Violation and Intent to Impound. Your vehicle, designated ‘Portable Emergency Temporal Hub,’ has been deemed non-compliant with local emissions standards, temporal displacement ordinances, and aesthetic cohesion guidelines.”

Another of its arms extended, holding a scanner that emitted a series of disapproving beeps as it swept over the P.E.T.H.’s scuffed, red exterior.

“The colour ‘red’ is not an approved shade for this sector,” the robot added, its voice holding the faintest, almost imperceptible note of digital disgust.

The Professor drew himself up to his full height, a familiar spark of righteous indignation in his eyes. He was a being who had debated with sentient nebulae and outsmarted pan-dimensional chess masters. He was not about to be lectured on aesthetics by a glorified salt shaker.

“Now, see here!” he began, pointing a finger at the lead machine. “This is not a mere ‘vehicle’! This is a vessel of exploration! A beacon of intellectual curiosity in a universe too often bogged down by... by...”

“Petty bureaucracy?” Chloe supplied, her voice weary.

“Precisely!” the Professor boomed.

The Compliancer remained unmoved. Its central red light blinked once, slowly. “Your argument has been noted in Addendum C of your violation report. Please prepare for the impounding procedure.”
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