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      TUESDAY 13 OCTOBER 1987 AT 1:35PM, 349 PPM CO2

      A shadow passed over Alejandro as the woman entered the café. He looked up from his notebook, because what he caught out of the corner of his eye—wavy copper hair that fell to the bottom of her shoulder blades, shapely mouth set in porcelain skin—intrigued him.

      The woman stopped, surveying the room. She had moved out of the way before stopping, so as not to inconvenience anyone coming in. With little evidence, Alejandro decided she was shy; there was a self-consciousness to her, as if she’d be more comfortable alone in the café. Her eyes darted around, giving the impression of barely repressed nervous energy. First date, or maybe blind date?

      Alejandro watched her surreptitiously. I’m a writer, he thought, ignoring the fact that he’d only written two thousand words in the last month. It’s my job to study people. Also, he was eighteen. He noticed women. Including this one, even though she was too old for him by at least a decade.

      He began composing a description of her in his head. A fine pattern of puckered skin ran up the inside of her right arm, like the fjords of a coastline; a burn scar, Alejandro realised belatedly. She wore jeans—strangely fashioned so that they sat low on her hips and tight around her ankles—and a jade T-shirt a size too small for her. Her breasts were shaped like—like what? Like ripe melons, he decided. But softer.

      The woman ordered from the counter, and took a sandwich to a table near the window, where she sat facing Alejandro.

      Alejandro shook his head and returned to his notebook, where his two thousand words were waiting. He was beginning to admit that he’d do anything to avoid writing, because writing was hard.

      Another woman entered the café. Alejandro looked up and did a double-take—although he tried to hide it, so it ended up as more of a jerk—because it was her again. Different clothes, but same hair, same face. Her posture was more confident, yet there was a tightness around her eyes, a weariness.

      Twins, you idiot, he thought. Yet, to a close observer like Alejandro, they were exactly identical. Even the tiny mole above their collarbone was the same. The café was nearly full, but no one else was paying any attention whatsoever. This woman was dressed in a knee-length skirt and a blouse. Her hair was loose in the same casual style as her twin.

      The woman turned and stared at Alejandro, sending him reeling with confusion. Do I know her? Because she looked like she had recognised him, but he was sure he’d never seen her before. Her or her double. But then she broke eye contact and looked straight at the table where her double was sitting.

      The first woman was gazing at her double, the woman who had just entered the café, in shock. Her double walked over and sat on the opposite side of the table. Alejandro would bet any money that the two women had never met before. So—reunion with a long-lost sister? But . . . one who is identical in every way?

      The two women talked, and the first seemed upset. Alejandro was wondering how he could move to a table closer to them without seeming creepy when the first woman stood up abruptly and left.

      Alejandro closed his notebook and tucked it under one arm, his bag in one hand and hot chocolate in the other. He was normally shy around women, but he sensed that if he didn’t act now, he would wonder about this forever. As he slid into the seat that the first woman had just vacated, he caught a faint whiff of campfire smoke.

      “Hi,” he said.

      The woman smiled tiredly, without a trace of surprise that some strange man had joined her. Her hands, folded together on the table, never stopped their infinitesimal movements: squeezing, fiddling, twisting.

      He coughed. “I couldn’t help noticing your twin is, in fact, exactly identical to you. So, are you clones, or what?”

      “Clones?” she repeated, surprised. She laughed, a hollow sound with no joy, and shook her head. “Good one.”

      Three years ago, in 1984, scientists had found a way to clone a sheep. It didn’t seem crazy to Alejandro that they could have cloned a human by now. But then, he wasn’t a scientist.

      Alejandro took a sip of his lukewarm hot chocolate. The woman’s expression was strangely inscrutable; even when she was laughing or smiling, there was a blankness behind it.

      “I’m a writer,” he said. “I’m burning up with curiosity right now. If you’d rather I left you alone, I’ll go, but you seem unhappy, and maybe you would like to talk about it.”

      “You want some advice?”

      “Uh . . . sure,” Alejandro said.

      “Forget your writing, unless it’s going to inspire people to act on the climate crisis. Rebel. Fight. Anything that will make some noise. Not that it will make a difference, but it will make you feel better. The world is going to hell even now, and I can’t help you.”

      “Oh-kay,” Alejandro said slowly, drawing out the syllables, “nice to meet you, thanks for the advice.”

      The woman pursed her lips and nodded, eyes slightly wide, humouring him.

      She was crazy, and he knew he should leave, but still he hesitated. “Is that based on inside information? From the future?”

      It was a joke meant to keep her talking, but her face went blank at his words, and it was that, more than anything else, that convinced him that she, at least, thought she was from the future.

      “You are from the future!” he said, half-believing it.

      “Yes, I’m from the future, my mission is to convince you to save the world, Alejandro Gomez.”

      Alejandro leapt up, eyes wide.

      The woman laughed and pointed to his crotch. No, she was pointing to his notebook, where he was clutching it, to the words he’d scrawled ironically across the front: Alejandro Gomez, writer extraordinaire.

      Alejandro deflated and sat down again. He should probably leave this clearly crazy woman alone, but he still didn’t understand what was going on, and he wanted to find out.

      “I’m June,” the woman said. “Let me tell you a story. It isn’t a very interesting narrative, but the stakes are about as high as you can get, so listen carefully. Normal atmospheric CO2 levels—that is, levels that persisted for ten thousand years before the industrial revolution—were about 280 parts per million, or ppm. Currently, the CO2 levels are 349 ppm. Next year, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC, will be established. In 1989, fossil-fuel industries create the Global Climate Coalition, which issues propaganda aimed at convincing the public that climate science is too uncertain to act on.”

      Alejandro scratched his head as he listened. Plausible, he thought. But also, maybe she’s not from the future. Maybe she’s a robot. She didn’t talk like a normal woman, and her eye contact was off kilter, her gaze bouncing off his at the wrong time, and darting around the room far too fast.

      “In 1990, the IPCC issues a report saying that temperatures have risen zero point three to zero point six degrees Celsius, partly due to human emissions, but it’s not until 1995 that they definitively say that humans are responsible for climate change. By then, reports are popping up about actual warming in polar regions, Antarctic ice shelves breaking up, that kind of thing. And CO2 levels are 359 ppm. By 1997, research into renewable energy is making real progress. At an international conference, the Kyoto Protocol is established, which sets targets for nations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Unfortunately, the US rejects it. That’s where you’re from, isn’t it? The US?”

      Alejandro nodded mechanically. Even though she couldn’t possibly be from the future, he began to feel like she was telling the truth.

      “Yeah. So anyway, Australia signs up to the Kyoto Protocol with a promise to increase its emissions based on 1990 levels, which apparently made some kind of sense at the time. By 2001, IPCC words its reports more strongly, saying global warming is ‘very likely’ with highly damaging results.”

      The two men at the table next to them had stopped talking and were openly staring at them. As was the waitress, the tray balanced on her hand, forgotten.

      Alejandro found his mouth was open slightly and closed it. June smiled to the room at large.

      “We’re writers,” she announced. This broke the spell. The waitress whisked her tray away to a far-off table while the murmur of conversation resumed.

      “Do you want me to go on?” June asked in a quieter tone of voice. She had stopped twisting her hands together and was now playing with the ends of her hair.

      “Yes,” Alejandro said. “Please.”

      “Okay. In 2003, a heatwave in Europe causes thirty thousand deaths. CO2 levels reach 375 ppm. Finally, climate change captures people’s attention and appears in books and movies. In 2005, Hurricane Katrina rips through New Orleans and surrounds, and causes eighteen hundred deaths. That’s just one of many. Natural disasters are—have always been—a steady drumbeat of devastation, but now the drumbeat is speeding up and getting louder, but that’s hard to spot for the average Joe.”

      “You can’t possibly know this,” Alejandro said.

      “Oh yeah? Take a look at this,” June said. She pulled out a shiny black rectangular thing, shielding it from the view of anyone else with her body so that only Alejandro could see it. Then she unfolded it, somehow, and held down a button on the side. A tiny ghost-like Earth formed above the object and spun rapidly, stars circling it, until it dissolved into text: Fantinia, it read. The wood grain of the table was faintly visible through the text. Then the text vanished, and the top face of the object lit up with intricate, colourful pictures.

      June folded the object and tucked it away.

      Alejandro ran his hands over his face. “Your credibility is rising. What was that?”

      “Phone,” she said. She flicked her eyes upward. “Loading graphics that appear after a reboot. Very annoying.”

      Alejandro nodded uncertainly. Rebooting was something you did to computers, he was vaguely aware, but that device was too small to be a computer. “Are you a spy or something?”

      She laughed. “A spy?” she said derisively. “No. Everyone in my time has one of these. Everyone. I’m no spy, I’m a software engineer.”

      “You? You’re a software engineer?”

      She stared at him blankly, as if she were unable to grasp why he might find that strange, which shook him. She wanted him to believe that she worked with computers? He supposed there might be a few women working as software engineers, and perhaps there would be more in future . . .

      “Go on,” he said grudgingly. It was stupid, but he was getting gripped by her story.

      “Fine,” she said. “Droughts, storms, floods, and extreme temperatures are the biggest killers. In 2007, IPCC notes that the cost of reducing emissions will be far less than the cost of the damage they will cause. Also, sea ice all over the world is found to be shrinking faster than expected. This becomes a theme over the next two decades; scientists always seem surprised. It’s happening faster than we expected, and the effects are more severe. In 2009, a bunch of emails—um . . . correspondence—between climate scientists is released, supposedly showing climate change is a conspiracy, but it’s all overblown and misinterpreted, and the truth comes out, eventually. Skip a few years, 2015, and researchers point out that the risk of crossing certain tipping points, certain thresholds, is growing. For example, the Amazon rainforest turning into grassland, or large-scale emissions of CO2 and methane from melting Arctic permafrost.”

      “God,” Alejandro said hoarsely, all his attention on June. It’s fine, he tried to tell himself as his stomach clenched, it’s not real. But it felt real, and her phone was either real or magic.

      “Also that year, the Paris Agreement starts, superseding the Kyoto Protocol, but with similarly lacklustre outcomes. In 2016, though, renewable energy becomes cheaper than fossil fuels for the first time. In 2018, IPCC publishes their most hysterical report to date—which is still understating the truth, because they can’t be seen as alarmist—saying that we have to hold warming to below one-point-five degrees Celsius or face terrible consequences. A fifteen-year-old Swedish schoolgirl leads strikes across the world for climate action. But the politicians deliver empty promises, if they make any promises at all. Between 2019 and 2022, the world is busy with a different kind of disaster, and in 2023 to 2026, yet another one. Still, in 2021, the president of the twenty-sixth global climate change meeting, COP26, cries because they’ve failed yet again. CO2 levels are at 409 ppm, after a year of releasing thirty-six point four billion tons of CO2.”

      Alejandro wanted her to stop, but he needed to know what happened next, so he nodded mutely. He was holding back tears.

      “We’re still emitting greenhouse gases, although we’re emitting less each year. In 2023, there’s an ultra-heatwave combined with power grid failure in California and Nevada that kills sixteen thousand people. In 2028, flooding in India causes three hundred thousand deaths. Here in Australia the bushfires are out of control, with larger areas destroyed than ever before, and a whole generation of us panic when we smell smoke.”

      Alejandro’s eyes were drawn to the scarring on her arm. June didn’t seem to notice, because her eyes were focused somewhere far away.

      “The world is changing,” June continued. “But it’s hard. Obviously. So in 2029, with a CO2 level of 435 ppm, we released twenty-nine point eight billion tons of CO2, despite all the promises, despite all the targets set by governments from all over the world. And the Thwaites Glacier collapsed, locking us in for sixty-five centimetres of sea level rise within the next decade: up to your knees, in other words. Likely several metres by the end of the century.”

      Goosebumps rose on Alejandro’s skin, on the nape of his neck, and on his bare arms. He felt sick. Twenty-five inches of sea level rise guaranteed, and maybe six or seven feet?

      June shrugged. “And that’s all I know. I’m guessing the politicians at the table over there are worried about the Soviet Union. Or perhaps Australia was never that concerned about the Soviet Union. But whatever they’re discussing, it’s probably inconsequential. Trust me,” she said absently, looking at the table. “This is the big one.”

      She drained her tea and put the cup down with a clink. Not being Australian, Alejandro hadn’t recognised the men at the far table as politicians. Although he probably wouldn’t have recognised them even if they were American politicians, because he didn’t follow politics.

      “Oh yeah, and maybe get your money out of stocks, there will be a big crash in October,” June said. She made eye contact, and he was struck by the cool detachment in her eyes. He sat frozen and nauseated.

      After a moment, she stood up and walked out of the café and out of his life.

      He thought of her often after that, though, especially after Black Monday, when on October 19 that year a global and unprecedented stock market crash took place.

      But this is not his story. It’s hers.
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      FRIDAY 30 AUGUST 2030 AT 1:18PM, 435 PPM CO2

      June waited in the corridor of Old Parliament House, Canberra, clutching her phone. It would be poor form to arrive for her interview at the wrong time. After a great deal of thought, she had decided the correct time was somewhere between five and ten minutes early. But she couldn’t resist turning up on a nice round number, twenty past one.

      She slid open the door to MediSlice. Her chest ached somewhere deep, and her senses were tuned too sharp. She wanted to flinch from the world. Where was he?

      MediSlice had been subdivided into smaller rooms, joined by a hall. The white moulded ceilings and dark wood frames were old-fashioned, similar in style to the rest of Old Parliament House. The narrow book-stuffed office in front of her was empty, as was the glass-walled meeting room next to it. Down the end was a kitchenette, lights off.

      No Elijah. And no sign of Phoenix Simpson, the founder of the start-up, and the guy who was supposed to interview her.

      “Hello?” June called.

      At the other end of the hall, a pot plant sat on a table beside a green leather sofa. Around the corner was a computer lab, round empty desks visible through the glass walls. A closed door opposite was labelled, oddly, Travel Room. Underneath, a stop sign read “DANGER HIGH MAGNETIC FIELD STOP IF YOU HAVE ANYTHING METAL ON YOUR PERSON.” She twisted her engagement ring off her finger. Three diamonds, a large one and two smaller ones, like children on either side of their mother. Don’t think of that.

      “Is anyone there?” June said, putting her engagement ring on the window ledge nearby.

      She knocked on the closed door, and, getting no response, opened it. Inside the small windowless space, a flatbed fed into a softly rounded, white-panelled cylinder. A magnetic resonance imaging scanner, or MRI, oriented with the foot of the bed towards the door. She averted her eyes from the flatbed.

      This was like no MRI June had ever seen before, and she’d seen a lot of them. The company she used to work for, Deep Scan, booked MRIs through the hospitals when they needed to test their code. They couldn’t afford an MRI onsite, and their hardware was standard.

      The guts of this MRI were spilling out, connected to equipment June couldn’t identify. A tangle of cables erupted from the machine and snaked along the back wall before disappearing through a hole into the next room.

      On the left, a small partition with a glass window faced the MRI, which June assumed housed a desk and controls for the MRI technologist. Next to June was a white Ikea cube storage unit filled with what appeared to be clothes. Every surface, including the back of the door, was covered in glossy brown hexagons. Some kind of acoustic shielding, perhaps.

      June closed the door and retrieved her engagement ring. She sat on the green leather sofa in the hall and waited. After all, she was early.

      Phoenix didn’t show up at 1:30pm. Ten minutes passed, then twenty. June had attempted to dress up but was now regretting it. She hadn’t noticed that the cuff of her fanciest grey jumper was unravelling. The waistband of her black pants was loose.

      I should call Phoenix, June decided. But she didn’t, because she thought it might be rude.

      Another ten minutes passed before the MediSlice door slid open. June had been winding the loose thread from her jumper cuff around her finger and fretting about how scruffy she looked, and she hastily unwound the thread and stood up.

      She recognised Phoenix from his photo on the MediSlice website, although he was better-looking than his picture. His tawny skin and long neck were from his mother, who was a dancer. His narrow jawline gave him a boyish look, even though he was in his early thirties, just a few years older than June.

      He stared at June.

      “Hello,” June said. Phoenix seemed to be waiting for her to say something else, but she wasn’t sure what. “I’m here for the interview,” she said.

      “Right.” He shook her hand, barely making eye contact. No apology for being late.

      June had a sinking feeling that she wasn’t going to get the job; his body language was signalling a hostile no.

      Maybe Phoenix was just in a bad mood, with something on his mind unrelated to her. She didn’t know him well enough to tell. He took her to the glass-walled meeting room, which was dominated by a single wooden table. The table looked like it dated from when Old Parliament House was built, as did the chairs around it, and probably also the sofa in the hall.

      June and Phoenix sat opposite each other. The drawn blinds obscured the view, but let in thin bars of sunlight from outside.

      A whiteboard on one wall showed scribbled ovals with arrows between them, labelled with names like “collider” and “accelerator.” The module names were unfamiliar, but she was reassured by the ovals and arrows, because that was what ended up on the whiteboard at every meeting when her team discussed software.

      June bet herself that the whiteboard marker sitting on the shelf below the board had dried out.

      “So,” Phoenix said, with a sigh that was just small enough not to be rude, “Jane. Why do you want to work for MediSlice?”

      “June.”

      “Sorry?”

      “My name is June,” she said. “Not Jane.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      But it wasn’t, she was sure of it. Phoenix asked her a technical question on an obscure sorting algorithm, attempting to write part of it on the whiteboard. The whiteboard marker was dried out, as June had suspected, so Phoenix had to fetch one from a different room. He left, his thick expressive eyebrows drawing together.

      Phoenix’s phone, which he had left on the glass-topped wooden table, showed an incoming call. The phone vibrated furiously in waves, then projected a tiny holo above the screen; a bright-eyed woman, strikingly similar to Phoenix, perhaps his sister. It was an old-school phone, not foldable, but new enough to have holo technology.

      June quietly freaked out, biting her fingernail and trying to breathe.

      It’s a test.

      What was she supposed to do? She didn’t have any idea how to handle this situation. She sensed it would be inappropriate to answer it, but should she get up and find Phoenix? Or take his phone to him?

      The phone stopped, to June’s relief. After a moment, it buzzed as a message came in, which showed over the lock screen. On it was an image of a boulder with a date carved into it: “August 2029.” Grey-green shrubbery surrounded the granite boulder. The date carved into the rock was just over a year ago. The message was obscured by other graffiti, the most obvious of which was dated 2016.

      June didn’t recognise the location, but it looked similar to the bushland around Canberra. Weird.

      Phoenix returned just as the phone screen turned off. He picked up the phone, checked it, and then continued with the interview as if nothing had happened.

      June, unnerved, fumbled the sorting algorithm question, even though she was sure Phoenix wasn’t a software engineer—although she could tell that he did write code—and he had probably just looked the algorithm up before the interview so he had a technical question to ask.

      Her anxiety turned to anger. Firstly, the presence of that specific knowledge didn’t predict her general skill as a software engineer. Secondly, Phoenix seemed annoyed that she was able to answer it. Why? Was it a gatekeeping question that was meant to keep her out?

      June wondered whether he didn’t want to hire her because she was a woman. Being a female software engineer cut both ways; some managers were keener to hire her, but some didn’t believe she could do her job until she proved herself to them. Not that it mattered. She wasn’t really here because she wanted the job.

      “Where do you see yourself in five years’ time?” Phoenix said.

      “I see myself as Chief Technical Officer at MediSlice.”

      Phoenix didn’t even smile at her joke. To work at MediSlice, she had to get along with Phoenix. It wasn’t going to work out. She stopped caring about the interview, especially when he then asked her a stupid “creative thinking” hypothetical.

      “If you had a chance to go back in time, to any time period, and change one thing, what would it be?” Phoenix asked.

      That was even more annoying, because of course she thought of Elijah. Her emotions hit her like a tsunami, and she feared for a second that she would cry, turning this interview from bad to comical.

      But worst of all was that she didn’t know what she could have done differently. They had had a great relationship, as far as she could tell, but Elijah wanted something different, which meant someone who wasn’t June.

      “I would go back and tell the Raiders not to bother hiring Curt Maxwell,” June said.

      Phoenix checked his phone again.

      “Really? The decisions of a local footy team are more important than, say, Hitler?”

      “Join the hordes of time-travellers who were trying to knock him off? Not to mention the numerous attempts by citizens from his own time. No. It’s pointless.”

      “Saving the lives of six million people is pointless?” Phoenix said coldly, looking up.

      Maybe if she hadn’t been smarting over Elijah and feeling utterly insignificant, she would have answered differently, but she was in a restless, brutal mood.

      “Yes. History is nothing but a litany of suffering, of all different forms. War, natural disasters, genocide. And if you’re going to save all of them, what kind of world is left?”

      The anger faded from Phoenix’s face, replaced by a kind of respect. He looked at her properly for the first time during the interview. June stared back at him steadily, wondering what he saw. She’d dyed her hair red with henna after the breakup, which she now regretted. She preferred to be as unremarkable as possible, and red hair was more distinctive than her natural brown. Her clothes hung off her; she had been slightly overweight before, but could now be described as slim as her appetite had disappeared. Her white skin would be called pasty on a male software engineer, but would probably be described as milky on her. She had breasts. Maybe they were like some kind of fruit. She didn’t know.

      “Okay,” Phoenix said. “Do you have any questions about MediSlice?”

      June shook her head. Phoenix gave a faint smile.

      “Everything we’ve discussed today is covered by the NDA you signed, don’t forget,” he warned her. A Non-Disclosure Agreement with unusually savage penalties. MediSlice definitely had something to hide.

      “Yeah,” June said.

      “Okay, well,” Phoenix said. “I’ll let you know the results of your interview within forty-eight hours.”

      His phone buzzed aggressively, the screen lighting up. June looked at the picture on the phone screen—the carving on the boulder—and a revelation hit her.

      The picture on Phoenix’s phone.

      The seemingly random hypothetical.

      A sick, cold excitement filled her, squeezing her heart so it beat with a single heavy thud, even as the rational part of her mind was incredulous. Confused, she turned the facts over in her mind, looking for inconsistencies. The carving was weathered, all right, and the nine at the end filled with lichen. It had to be older than a year, especially since graffiti from 2016 was sprayed over the top.

      It looked like someone from August 2029 had gone back to 2016 and carved the date on a boulder.

      Of course, a crazy person in 2016 could carve “August 2029” on a boulder.

      “Can you see yourself out?” Phoenix said to June, answering his phone and sliding open the glass door.

      “But—” June said, still reeling with the idea that MediSlice might do time travel. Surely not? But then she remembered the sign on the MRI lab reading “Travel Room.”

      Phoenix swept out the door, talking on his phone, leaving June staring crestfallen after him. After a minute, June collected herself and wandered out.

      Of all the interviews to bomb.
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        * * *

      

      June carried a bowl of noodles into the living room, avoiding the Lego and other objects—was that a potato masher?—strewn across the floor. She checked for toys before she sat on the armchair; the robot she’d sat on last week had left a tender bruise on her backside.

      “Greenhouse gas emissions have decreased by twenty-eight percent on 2005 levels,” said Australia’s Prime Minister, Peter Larden, from the TV. “We’ve beaten our Paris Agreement targets. All Australians should be proud of that.”

      Hannah came in, holding a bowl of ice cream. On the TV, a German politician whose name June couldn’t remember leaned forward.

      “Meeting your arbitrary and frankly stupid target is irrelevant,” she said. “Australia is responsible for thirteen percent of global emissions, because you’ve refused to stop⁠—”

      “TV, channel seven,” Hannah said, and the soothing sound of cricket commentary filled the room. She sat on the sofa and tucked her legs up under a blanket. A blissful expression spread across her face as she ate her ice cream. The house was quiet now that Hannah's kids were asleep.

      The dark circles under Hannah’s eyes had appeared soon after she had her first child, Rahul, and had only intensified in the four years since then. It was rare to see her sit down, unless she was feeding Amy. Rahul was keeping her busy; he was going through a phase where he said “mum” every few seconds, often followed by interesting facts. Mum! Did you know that octopuses squirt ink but people don’t?

      “How did the interview go?” Hannah asked, glancing at June.

      “Not great. No chance I got the job.” June stirred her dinner, which was still too hot to eat.

      “Probably for the best,” Hannah said, mostly to herself. Her spoon clinked against her bowl.

      “Excuse me?”

      Hannah looked at her. “Oh come on. Jess happens to mention on social media that Elijah’s working at MediSlice now and suddenly you have an interview there.”

      June flinched. “I⁠—”

      “It’s okay. I understand. But I’m glad you didn’t get it.”

      June sat in the near darkness of Hannah’s living room, remembering the weeks post-breakup, where she’d seen Elijah every day at work. She ate her dinner mechanically. It tasted like cardboard.

      Three years of living together, and within a few hours of him breaking up with her, all trace of Elijah was gone from her rental apartment. Keep the ring, he said, and she had. But she saw him every day in the open-plan office at work, which was practically like living with him. June averted her gaze whenever she saw him. Elijah did the same.

      He skipped meetings, and he seemed to forget what he was saying when June came around the corner. June startled whenever she heard his voice, and could no longer focus long enough to trace the source of the bugs she was meant to be fixing. Their teammates were rattled. Their manager, furious.

      They only managed to keep it up for a week before Elijah took leave. June quit her job, broke the lease on the apartment, and moved from Melbourne to Canberra to live with her sister. Only to find out a few days ago that Elijah had also quit and was working in Canberra, at MediSlice.

      She wondered whether she could use the time machine to fix their relationship. But their relationship was great, until it no longer existed. The moments she’d spent with him were her best, and she didn’t want them to vanish.

      “If you could go back in time, what would you change?” June asked Hannah.

      Hannah looked baffled.

      “It was one of my interview questions,” June said. After her interview, she’d searched for Phoenix online and found a series of teleportation papers which listed him as the primary author. The ability to transport objects through space was a hot field of research, albeit one that hadn’t made it out of the lab yet. With Phoenix’s background, it was entirely plausible that he had invented time travel.

      What would Hannah say if June told her that MediSlice did time travel? But she knew how Hannah would react: she would refuse to believe it. June, on the other hand, was a seasoned sci-fi nerd. She wasn’t at all surprised time travel was real, only surprised to find it had been invented here and now, and that she was apparently among the first to know. She knew from books and movies that she should be hysterical, probably wondering out loud whether she was crazy, but instead, she just felt satisfied.

      The thought amused her.

      “I wouldn’t change anything if I went back in time,” Hannah said, but June noticed her furtive glance at June’s right arm, where the scarred skin went from the inside of her wrist all the way to her elbow. “If I did, it would change my kids, right? Any change would mean a different sperm fertilised the egg. That’s too high a price for me. I don’t regret having kids, you know.”

      Which was an interesting thing to say, because it hadn’t occurred to June that Hannah would regret having kids. Which meant that either Hannah assumed June didn’t like kids, or that Hannah did regret having kids.

      “You haven’t spent much time with them,” Hannah continued. “I know it seems like they’re difficult and messy. And loud. Also, an insane amount of work. And yes, they’ve derailed my life.”

      Hannah thought for a bit more. “Also, I don’t get to sleep for longer than four hours at a stretch anymore.”

      June pursed her lips and waited, amused.

      “And I pee when I laugh sometimes now. But—but—I love them so much. It’s hard to explain,” Hannah said. “I guess—I mean, they’re just so cute.”

      “I know,” June said, and meant it. She loved children, but if she had children of her own, they would trust her unquestioningly to protect them, when she couldn’t. Given the climate crisis, they wouldn’t be safe, and June couldn’t fix that.

      But clearly Hannah didn’t realise that was her reason. June fiddled with the ends of her hair.

      “It’s not about—” June started, but her phone buzzed, and when she flipped it open and read the text, she forgot what she was saying.

      
        
          
            
              
        MEDISLICE: The job’s yours if you want it. Call me back to discuss salary. -Phoenix.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Ah,” June said.

      “What’s up?”

      “I got the job.”

      Hannah stared at her, alarmed, then her forehead creased in sympathy. “That’s going to be . . . interesting,” she said.

      “Yep,” June replied. On the TV, someone hit the ball over the fence, and the crowd roared.

      “June, sometimes you—what I mean is, you’re not always—June, Elijah’s gone for good, right?”

      “Oh, yes, absolutely,” June said. She kept her eyes fixed on the TV. “No question about it.”

      “He hasn’t hinted that there’s a chance you could get back together?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Okay then,” Hannah said. She glanced at June’s left hand, at June’s engagement ring. “I’m sorry. You made such a lovely couple. But it’s good that you’re clear on that.”

      June nodded. She grabbed her half-eaten bowl of noodles and mumbled something about calling Phoenix. As she left the room, she heard Hannah say “oh, Jesus” softly to herself.

      In her bedroom, she sat on the edge of the bed, considering her future. She hadn’t thought about getting the job when she applied. She’d had a clear picture of walking through the start-up space on her way to the interview and running into Elijah in the corridor, maybe, or passing by his desk. The start-up office in her imagination glowed white, with modern cubicles housing a few dozen employees; nothing like the small, antiquated space she had seen. She had pictured herself talking to Elijah with absolute poise, although she had known, even then, that she would be awkward and hurt, and that the conversation would change nothing.

      The whole point of the interview was to see Elijah—she ached to see him—and then, after the interview went so badly, she hadn’t even considered that she might get the job.

      She wondered what it was that MediSlice actually did with the time machine. If she had known before the interview that they had time travel technology, she would have said confidently that they were developing it into a commercial application. There were any number of ways it could be worth a fortune. But something in Phoenix’s eyes convinced her otherwise; he was a man with a mission. And she guessed that mission was to solve the climate crisis, because that was the intractable problem facing humankind.

      She sighed softly and called Phoenix.

      “Yeah,” he answered shortly.

      “I don’t think I can take the job. I’m sorry,” she said, and, to her at least, the regret was plain in her voice. Hannah was right: working with Elijah again would be a disaster. Which was a shame, because the job sounded perfect.

      “Right. Fine,” Phoenix said.

      And that was that. She pulled her suitcase from under her bed and began packing; she had a plane to catch the next day, to spend a week in Queensland visiting Aunt Katie. When she came back to the living room, exhausted, Hannah had gone to bed, but the house was still a mess. June quietly tidied up and cleaned for an hour before she went to bed, thinking about the possibilities of a time machine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Some bright spark on the internet had decided that everyone needed to say “I care about the climate crisis” when introducing themselves, because it was hard to convey that information otherwise; a way of putting climate up front. Of course, this had been seized on by companies as a very cheap way of showing they cared too, and since then, you couldn’t buy a cup of coffee without hearing “I care about the climate crisis.”

      June slammed the door of the taxi. She’d heard it from the flight attendants, the captain of the aeroplane, and even the information desk at the airport, but not from the taxi driver. There were still climate deniers. Merton, Queensland, population ten thousand or so, was probably a hotspot of them.

      The opposition to climate change had fallen into camps.

      There were those who believed it was too late and too hard to fix climate change, so we had to keep burning fossil fuels and adapt, which was a popular notion with the fossil-fuel industry, never mind that adaptation was impossible.

      There were the happy preppers, who waited for civilisation to end, believing they could survive it by growing vegetables. That would work for other forms of apocalypse, just not this one.

      There were the people who believed the climate was changing for the better.

      And then there were the people who believed the UN was run by aliens resembling yellow bobble-headed dolls and that the US President was part of a vast conspiracy to mind-control the population to stop burning fossil fuels, which—if she succeeded—would cause an ice age.

      The roar of the taxi’s engine receded, leaving sudden silence, absent from the usual city-noises June was used to. Katie’s ground-level Queenslander house sat before her, white weatherboard planks grey in the twilight. The covered veranda was shadowy from the heavy storm clouds overhead. Fragrance from the frangipani tree in the front yard lay thick in the warm air. Rushing water gurgled from somewhere nearby; the house backed onto a billabong, but June didn’t remember it being so noisy.

      June stood and eyed the house dubiously. What was she doing here? When she booked the holiday, it sounded appealing. Hannah encouraged her; June couldn’t tell if it was because she thought Katie needed the company, or whether she thought June needed the break. Or perhaps Hannah just wanted her house to herself.

      June had pictured Aunt Katie being there to welcome her. Instead, the house was shuttered and dark. She’d received a text from Katie when she landed: I’m so sorry, June. Bandit got a tick yesterday and was in overnight at the vet in Townsville. I’m picking him up now, but I won’t be back until 8. Key’s under the mat.

      June slapped a mosquito on her forearm with a yelp, leaving a smeary black and bloody mess, and hefted her bag across the path, skirting around the puddles. The lawn was a green submerged carpet in places; they’d been having a lot of rain.

      June found her room and unpacked, suddenly bone-tired. Rain pelted the roof; at first a few discordant drops, then a loud beating on the corrugated iron roof. While she was eating dinner—reheated leftovers she found in the fridge—she received another text.

      
        
          
            
              
        KATIE: Canargen Creek crossing is underwater, I’m going to have to stay in Townsville. See you tomorrow, ok?

      

      

      

      

      

      June replied, texting with one hand and eating with the other, sitting in the pool of light the hanging light fixture provided.

      
        
          
            
              
        JUNE: Will Merton flood?

      

      

      

      

      

      Katie didn’t answer until June was in bed and nearly asleep. June had changed into her berry-pink cotton short-sleeve pyjama top and shorts and had claimed the single bed in the guest room, sinking into the mattress supported by a metal frame that creaked, the lamp on the table beside her casting a warm glow on the blue-painted panelled walls.

      
        
          
            
              
        KATIE: No, don’t worry. The billabong might come up to the back step, but it never gets higher.

      

      

      

      

      

      June checked for flood warnings and was reassured to find there weren’t any. She answered Katie and put her phone down. The night was warm, the air soft on her bare legs and arms. The rain beat down outside, the sound of sloshing drainpipes and heavy drumming soporific. Later she heard a siren, and someone shouting, but she lay immobile in her bed, comfortable on the edge of sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In June’s dream, Elijah entered her room wearing an old T-shirt and boxers, his hair mussed. He spooned her, cosy with sleep-warmth, and she was suspended in that moment. Her body was alive at every point his smooth skin grazed hers. Every time he embraced her, the cacophony of thoughts inside her head harmonised to a single tone that lasted the length of the embrace.

      June sat up in bed abruptly, thinking she’d heard a bang, but unsure whether it was part of her dream. The dim holo that rotated above her phone read 6:02am. The room smelled strange; it was gummy and dank in a way that she hadn’t noticed before. And her door was open—she hadn’t left it open⁠—

      Her heart beat wildly as she struggled to reach the lamp. She patted the base of the lamp and the wall near the bedside table before eventually finding the switch. But the lamp stayed dark. Grabbing her phone instead, she turned on the flashlight and struggled out of the sheets, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

      June whimpered involuntarily as her feet landed with a splash on what should have been carpet. Water flowed across the carpet under her metal-framed bed, glinting white in her flashlight, and turning the light-blue wall darker where it lapped above the skirting boards.

      The water was up to her ankles, and shockingly cold, given that even the water coming out of the cold taps in this house was usually warm. Her first thought was that a pipe had burst somewhere in the house. The house was on stumps, probably knee-high, so surely the water couldn’t be coming from outside?

      But there was too much water. This was bad, but now June understood what was happening, her breathing evened. She waded across the room into the hall, swearing as she stubbed her toe on something she couldn’t see. The hall light wasn’t working either; she guessed the power was out. Gum leaves, twigs, and debris floated on the muddy brown surface; pages from a notebook June recognised from Katie’s kitchen, a biro, a wood sculpture of a swan from the living room, and a garbage bin. As she passed the bathroom, she caught a glimpse of water gushing out of the toilet, dark leaves flowing over the rim like fishes escaping the bowl. The smell of sewage made her gag.

      Her feet hurt; the water was painfully cold.

      Water rushed noisily under the front door. June wondered whether she should try to block it out with something, but it seemed pointless. Should she call emergency services? She called Katie instead, wading to the front door so that she could have a look outside.

      She unlocked the front door and screamed as the door shoved itself against her, a much higher level of water outside—up above her knees—rushing in. She dropped her phone, turned around and threw her bodyweight
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