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For my mother,

Judith Anne Barton,

I miss you every day.

How I wish I had a time machine….




CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM

Herbert George “Bertie” Wells was twelve years old and had a problem: there was a black hole in his bedroom. Granted, it was a small black hole, about the size of a penny, and it looked innocent enough just hovering in midair above his experiments table. Yet it had already devoured eighteen pistachios, a hard-boiled egg, and a dog-eared copy of St. Nicholas magazine.

Now, Bertie wasn’t aware that he was looking at a proper black hole because, being the year 1878, black holes were barely a theory in the minds of a few clever physicists, much less a detected reality in far-off galaxies. Alas, Bertie had no idea of the black hole’s vast destructive power to eat planets if left unchecked, but he was getting a queasy feeling.

Hopeful to solve the mystery, Bertie studied his bedroom, a true disaster by any parental standards. His walls were festooned with fantastical drawings of dragons, martians, and knights of derring-do, showing more artistic energy than talent. Horseshoe magnets, part of an effort to design gravitydefying pajamas, lay strewn on the floor. A maze of salvaged steel plumbing pipes reached to the ceiling and crisscrossed the room, part of Bertie’s attempt to urbanize his gerbils. Due to his recent obsession with prisms, Bertie had collected all manner of mirrors, and his explorations of the Kent Quarry had yielded him notable hauls of flint, calcite, and other light-refracting crystals. He noted that he’d arranged these mirrors and crystals at several different points across the room to catch and refract the sunlight streaming through his windows. Curious.

Bertie sat on his bed and stared off into space for a few minutes, allowing his imagination to go to work. This was a normal look for Bertie, eyes glazed, mouth open, the occasional drool string forming on his bottom lip as he dreamed away. It could be disconcerting for those around him, who might think something had sprung loose in his brain and he needed medical attention. But anyway, no one was watching (or so he thought), so Bertie was free to look as silly as necessary. He pictured the sunbeams entering the pipes as glowing space rockets zooming through racing tunnels, sped up to incredible speeds by magnets pulling on their steel shells. He imagined the rockets zipping around so fast and colliding with such force that it literally popped a hole in the fabric of the universe.

Not a bad day’s work! Bertie thought, marveling at its possible applications: no more rubbish, or cockroaches, or tax collectors! You could just throw them into the black hole!

Bertie was accepting his imaginary gold chalice from the British Royal Astronomical Society when the cat dish exploded, milk and dish conforming into a noodle shape and vanishing into the black hole like spaghetti through a baby’s lips. The hole sparked and grew another few centimeters in circumference, followed by an angry pounding on the door.

“Bertie? What’s all that racket?” said a loud voice in the hallway.

“No-nothing, Dad!” Bertie shouted as his geometry notebook flew off his desk, ripped into a noodle shape, and was slurped down the black hole’s gullet.

The door flew open and Joseph Wells, Bertie’s father, entered the room. He set his hands on his stout hips and looked around with a sour expression, mustache twitching. Joseph Wells had three sour expressions—annoyance, confusion, and disgust—but they all fell under the heading of “sour,” and it was the only look Bertie ever saw.

“What on earth is going on in here?” Joseph Wells asked.

Bertie stepped in front of the black hole, which proceeded to suck at the seat of his trousers, causing Bertie to turn his knees inward and clasp his buttons, a peculiar posture noted by his father.

“Is there a problem?” Bertie played innocent.

“Is that your mother’s waffle iron?” Joseph Wells asked, yanking the heavy iron appliance from a long-forgotten-space-suit experiment.

Bertie sidestepped to keep the black hole concealed. “Yes, I was trying to—”

“And the toaster?” Joseph Wells reclaimed the toaster and now had an armful of kitchen goods.

“—yes, you see, I thought ‘what if’ I could make a suit that could—”

“—that could what? Burn down the bloody house? ‘What if this?’ And ‘what if that?’ ” Joseph Wells said in a mocking voice. “ ‘What’ and ‘if’ are dangerous words and a lot of hot air if you ask me. The world’s not interested in your ideas, son. Dreamers are a dime a dozen. It takes a lot of cheek to think that of all the big brains in the world, you—Herbert Wells of 162 Bromley Court—are going to change the world with one of your contraptions. You’re average, Bertie. There’s no shame in it.”

“Well, I—”

“I don’t tell you this to be mean but out of love, boy: get those feet on the ground. Forget ‘what if’ and focus on ‘what is.’ Your studies. Finding a decent trade with good benefits. Because that’s your future, if you’re lucky.”

“Yes, but—”

“No ‘buts.’ We’re not special. That’s the truth of it.”

The black hole gave another good tug at Bertie’s trousers, forcing Bertie to clench even tighter to hold them onto his body. The moment was awkward.

“Erm, yes, well, I want all this mess cleaned up before dinner,” Joseph Wells said, averting his eyes from Bertie’s peculiar distress.

“Yes, Dad.” Bertie assured him.

As Joseph Wells left and the door slammed, Bertie’s trousers were torn off his body and spaghettified into the black hole.

“Oh, come on!” Bertie hissed.



At that very same moment, only one hundred and forty-seven years in the future, in the year 2025, twelve-year-old Zoe Fuentes, a seventh grader at Louis Armstrong Middle School in Queens, New York, was taking her slime game to the next level. And her slime game was already strong: glittery, fluffy, grainy, thermochromic, and edible-blood slime; magnetic, glow-in-the-dark, and soap slime; booger-feel, spiderweb, and sand slime—Zoe made it all. She made slime instead of doing her homework, instead of engaging with the world, instead of making friends—and this day her extraordinary talents for chemistry took her past the usual ingredients of white glue and borax to deeper waters: glycine, formamide, UV light, electricity. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Zoe knew there was something potentially combustible in this mixture but—as was usually the case with her experiments—Zoe’s curiosity careened past any mental red flags and zoomed toward discovery. And her focus was total. She could shut everything out, even the two girls who were spying on her from the hallway outside the door to Mr. Alwine’s chemistry lab. They were giggling and whispering, calling her “slime girl.” She heard one of them say, “Look at her pants.” but Zoe didn’t really care. She dressed how she wanted: leg warmers, pink tights, overalls with suspenders, bright green sneakers, pigtails, and purple horn-rimmed glasses. Trying to fit in with the kids in her class didn’t make them any nicer, so why not wear what she wanted?

After Zoe ignored the girls in the hallway for a few minutes, they wandered back to recess. But there was another problem. Zoe pinched her earlobes with concern as the salad bowl of slime before her bubbled and spit like a primordial sea. There was a burst of smoke and a power surge through the classroom that turned all the clocks off and was followed by a strange quiet.

Zoe hid under the table, afraid to see the fallout of her actions. Her brain got her into trouble a lot. For some reason her ideas ran much, much faster than her common sense. She was almost too smart. Her mother, her classmates, her teachers, her tutors, the school administrators, none of them could keep up with her. They kept throwing new and exotic classes at her: multivariable calculus, linear algebra. They even tried to stump her with unsolvable problems like the Hodge conjecture, the Navier-Stokes equation, and the Riemann hypothesis, but she solved them with alarming ease, flummoxing her mother and tutors and causing job panic among Harvard’s top mathematicians. Because the answers rushed at Zoe with such speed, she became bored quickly and would look for other ways to occupy her thoughts: computing all the bricks in Manhattan or devising a hydrogen bomb the size of a golf ball.

What really stumped Zoe, what truly confused her, were her classmates. Their conversations. Their phones. Their jokes. Whereas most of the world moved in slow motion to Zoe, when it came to making friends, everything went too fast. She simply could not keep up or make sense of it all. On the rare occasions when she did try to interact with the other kids, they would usually just stare at her or whisper to their friends or laugh. Sometimes Zoe tried to laugh at things the other kids seemed to think were funny. Something on their phones or something from South Park or Rick and Morty. Stuff Zoe had never seen. Zoe would try to laugh along but she always laughed too late or too early and the other kids would then laugh at her.

So Zoe stuck to slime. Her mother had made her swear to rein in her slime game after a recent batch that she’d named “barf confetti” lived up to its name and coated the curtains in a foul-smelling goo. As for this latest batch? So far so good. She glanced at the walls. No flames. No acid splats of glowing slime.

Then a thump drew her eyes upward to the tabletop above her head. There seemed to be no reasonable explanation for the thump. Nothing on top of the table that would arguably make a thump. But the one thump was followed by two more thumps. And then by a squelchy, slidey sound that rekindled her earlier back-of-the-mind worries. UV light, electricity, formamide, glycine. Why had these specific ingredients intrigued Zoe?

Oh yeah, she thought, they’re the building blocks of life.

At this, three cute, though mostly featureless, blobs of slime, each about the size of an andouille sausage, peered under the table at Zoe, their sticky skins holding them to the wood. They didn’t have eyes but seemed to reach at her all the same with the hopeful, needy yearning of newborns. Colors bloomed under their skins, conveying feelings that Zoe understood in an instinctual way, though she wasn’t quite sure how or why.

The names came easier: Birthday Cake Blizzard, Lava Crunch Slushie, and Mermaid Poop, she thought.

Then (as if that weren’t monumentally weird enough) all time simply stopped.

That is, all time around Zoe stopped. Zoe herself could still move, blink, and (sort of) process information. After all, it had been a very extraordinary few minutes.

Zoe stared at the dust particles hanging in the air. She climbed out from under the table. The smoke from the experiment was also frozen like a painting in midair. Zoe walked to the window. Her classmates were frozen too. The swingers, the chasers, and even the four-square players—their ball hanging in midair—were all frozen. Hovering above recess was a pigeon—suspended in midflap, its eyes wide and shocked, apparently asking to no one, “What the heck is going on here?”

Zoe turned back to her slime table and screamed because there was a tall and skinny and awkward woman in a lab coat standing in the room, a total stranger in fact. And more oddly (just as oddly?) she was apparently unaffected—like Zoe—by the time phenomenon that had just statueized the rest of the world.

“Hi, Zoe!” the woman in the lab coat said with a floppy wave that did not match the seriousness of the moment.




CHAPTER TWO: MARCONI

At that very same moment, only five hundred and fifty-four years (and fifteen minutes) earlier, in the year 1471, in Anchiano, Italy, twelve-year-old Amelia “Millie” da Vinci was pulling on her mother’s arm, suffering through another parade in her brother’s honor. Her mother tugged back at her. “Millie, stop wriggling like a fish and wave to your brother!” Mama da Vinci jumped up and down to get her son’s attention. “Leonardo! My boy!”

The beautiful, princelike Leonardo da Vinci doffed his feathered cap to the adoring crowd as he eased along the parade route on his equally beautiful and princelike white horse. His smile was wide and easy, even a bit bored, and he said, “No, please, this is too much.”

The Anchiano cheerleading squad did kicks and flips as they sang, “Leo, Leo, yes, he can! He paints our Vitruvian Man! L-E-O-N-A-R-D-O!”

A local man ran alongside Leonardo’s horse clutching The Last Supper, saying, “Signor da Vinci, may I have your autograph?” With a painter’s brush, Leonardo flicked his signature on the painting as he ambled along.

Millie held her pocket sundial to the sky and gasped. “Mama, I’m late! I have to go!” She tore away from her mother’s grasp and pushed through the crowd. This was the moment, with her brother and the entire village assembled, that Millie would show them all. She knew the neighbors whispered about her. It was one thing for her big brother, Leonardo, to invent whatever fabulous notion entered his mind. After all, he was a boy. Millie, on the other hand, was supposed to cook and sew and play with her dolls like the other girls in Anchiano. Instead, she hammered and split wood and sawed and had thick calluses on her hands and forgot to wash and wore her brother’s pants instead of her woolen skirts so she could work without getting splinters in her legs.

Millie felt a twinge of regret for not warning her mother of what was about to happen. But unlike Leonardo, Millie tended to keep her projects secret, mostly out of fear that they would not work, or that she would have to endure her brother’s mockery and her mother’s scolding. Leonardo was more detail oriented, a perfectionist, and would tease Millie for her wild inspirations that often failed to live up to her hopes. Plus, he was the darling of their mother’s eyes, incapable of fault, and Millie was just the opposite. She was loud and opinionated. Where her brother was graceful in look and dress, Millie was clumsy and never cared what she wore or how she looked. Her hair always looked like a nest her mother claimed (though, it’s true, one time Millie actually found a moth living in one of her tangled buns). But today, Millie would prove her doubters wrong.

She ran across a field of sunflowers to a dilapidated barn and threw open the doors. Waiting for her were ten boys, ranging in ages from eight to fourteen, seated at various pedals and levers at varying heights, all the while surrounded by dozens of crisscrossing ropes so that they looked like flies caught in a large and dreadful web.

“Millie, where have you been?” one of them complained.

Millie took command. “Quiet! Get your focus! Be ready to amaze the whole village! Now! Start pedaling!”

The boys began to pedal in unison. Ropes groaned, winches stretched, and pulleys squeaked as the entire barn shuddered and dust fell from the rafters. Millie waited until the sequence hit a critical speed, and then she yanked back on a large lever that opened the roof of the barn to the sky.

“Faster!” she shouted, and with that the entire operation began to rise and rise through the open barn roof. Awkward wings sewn out of bedsheets flapped open noisily, fully revealing Millie’s masterwork, an enormous wooden pelican, which sailed above the treetops and turned its formidable beak toward the unsuspecting village of Anchiano.

Inside, the local boys pedaled furiously, sweating and cursing as Millie raced between various instruments to measure and maintain speed, altitude, and especially balance, since the pelican was listing to the right. Millie noticed with alarm that the smaller boys were all pedaling on the left side of the pelican and all the larger boys were pedaling on the right side of the pelican, causing the right wing to flap twice as fast as the left wing.

Millie exhorted the smaller boys, “More strength!”

There was an alarming crunch, and Millie ran to the window to see they had just clipped the steeple of the church and sent it crashing to the road below.

“Not good,” Millie whispered.

But Millie had indeed gotten the attention of the crowd below, as the entire village was in a state of bedlam. Granted, this would not be a common sight anywhere in the world, at any time on the calendar, but it was particularly odd in 1471 because, other than actual birds and witches, nothing was supposed to fly through the sky. And although Millie’s flying house was bird shaped, almost all her neighbors concluded that they were under attack by a gargantuan, witch-brewed, wooden dragon.

Millie was unaware of this and mistook the running and waving of arms for approval, so she thrust her head out the window and waved back. “Hi, Mama!”

Mama da Vinci looked up with dread. “Millie?”

“It is a devil bird!” one local man screamed as the cheerleader pyramid was pushed into the fountain and rosaries were brandished. Leonardo struggled to control his beautiful horse as the pelican dipped dangerously low over the town.

Inside the pelican, Millie turned on her crew. “What are you doing?! We’re going down!”

“I’m hungry,” one of the younger boys complained. And just like that…

… all time stopped.

“Ciao, Millie!” someone shouted, scaring the absolute life out of Millie, who whirled around, fists clenched, ready to fight. Instead, she saw the tall and gawky woman in the lab coat, waving at her in that floppy way. She beamed at the winged construct.

“Love the bird house!”



Bertie did a stunned three-sixty-degree turn trying to figure out how the lab-coated woman had snuck into his room. “When? Who? How?”

“Perfectly normal reaction, Bertie. And so wonderful to meet you.” The woman smiled knowingly. “Again.” Her eyes flashed a teaspoon of crazy.

The stranger went to Bertie’s closet, selected a pair of trousers, and handed them to Bertie. At that moment he realized he was still in his under-drawers. Stricken, Bertie quickly climbed into the trousers.

“How did you get in?” Bertie asked. How does she know my parents call me Bertie?

She ignored him and instead stooped a bit to examine the black hole. “This is lovely work, Bertie, bravo.”

“Well, actually, it was—” Bertie started to say it was an accident, but hesitated. No one had shown an interest in him for so long, he was loath to ruin the moment, even if the praise was coming from a probably mad home invader. Given the lab coat, Bertie assumed the woman was an escapee from Bethlem Hospital.

“Rather cute when they’re young, aren’t they?” she asked him, squinting into the void.

“You’ve—you’ve seen one of these before?” Bertie answered, surprised.

“Well, duh,” she said.

“Duh” was a new word to Bertie. But so many questions had piled up in his mind, its meaning had to take a number and get in line.

You see, just like Zoe’s and Millie’s, Bertie’s world had frozen in time. Good thing too, because Rufus the cat had entered the room at the sound of his exploding cat dish and been caught in the hungry pull of the black hole. At that very moment, Rufus was hovering at face level with Bertie, claws reaching, butt angled toward the sucking vortex. The time stop had saved his life. For the moment.

The strange woman noticed the floating cat for the first time. “Oh dear.” She moved Rufus from his death-plunge position to a safer location on Bertie’s bed. “That’s it. All good.” Then she turned to Bertie with a big smile. “So, what do you say? Are you in?”

“Am I in? In what? You haven’t said anything,” Bertie said.

“I haven’t?” The woman slapped herself on the forehead, leaving a red mark. She turned and argued with herself for a moment. Bertie caught snippets: “… have I told you? Well, how am I supposed to bloody keep track? Who if not you? Did you take your pills? No, you know I can’t swallow them. I have a narrow pharynx.”

By this point, Bertie was convinced his Bethlem booby hatch theory was dead-on and was measuring the distance to the window for his escape.

“Now, get it together, Darla!” She slapped herself again, then muttered, “Thanks. I needed that.” She straightened, turned, and offered her hand to Bertie with a businesslike air. “Darla Marconi, Mr. Wells, dean of time and a professor at the Everwhen School, and what can I say but congratulations, you are ahead of your time! And so it thrills me to inform you, Bertie Wells, that you have been chosen for a coveted Time Scholarship.” Dean Marconi shook his hand vigorously.

“Thank you,” Bertie answered, more out of courtesy than the slightest fathom of understanding for what had just been said. “Did you say I’ve won something?”

Dean Marconi nodded. “Yes, yes indeed, you have been accepted into the Everwhen School of Time Travel and Other Odd Sciences, the oldest and newest and most prestigious academy that has ever been or ever will be.”

“Gracious,” Bertie said.

“You will join a distinguished alumni that includes Pythagoras, Hypatia, Charles Darwin, and even Steve Jobs!”

“Steve Jobs?”

“He’s not born yet.”

“And—and you want me?” Bertie asked.

Dean Marconi frowned. “Is there another Bertie Wells on the premises? Serious question. Time travel’s an imperfect science and duplicates do pop up now and then.”

“Um, no, I’m pretty sure I’m the only one,” Bertie said.

“Then you’re in luck! Shall we speak with Mom and Dad?”




CHAPTER THREE: THE TIME SCHOLARSHIP

Dean Marconi shuffled a few index cards and cleared her throat. She sat at the kitchen table across from Bertie’s father and mother, Sarah, who had been making a bone broth before the time stop occurred. The steam of the boiling soup held like a sculpture above the pot. Bertie had never seen his mother look so baffled. And he was shocked to see his father wearing all three sour expressions—disgust, annoyance, and confusion—all at the same time. A record!

Bertie bit his cuticles and stood by the stove, uncertain of how this would all turn out. He glanced down the hallway and through the open front door to see the mail carrier bent over their box in a state of suspended animation. The neighbor’s bulldog had frozen in place only inches from the carrier’s ankle. The dog’s slobbery jowls flopped comically to one side, tongue lolling in the opposite direction.

Mrs. Wells broke the quiet. “A time travel school? I’ve never heard of a school like that.”

“Of course you haven’t,” Dean Marconi said. “It doesn’t exist yet.”

“I see,” Mrs. Wells said, too polite to point out that that made no sense at all.

“Sounds like a lot of foolishness if you ask me,” Joseph Wells grumbled, even more grumbly than usual. “And besides, Bertie won’t fit in with a bunch of smarty-pants. His marks are poor. Head in the clouds all the time. Never finishes anything.”

With every word, Bertie wilted in his chair. “He’s not wrong, I suppose,” he admitted.

Dean Marconi’s eyes swung from Bertie to his father and then back to Bertie again. She offered a long “Hmm,” seeming to have more to say, then shook it off and turned back to her cards.

“Yes, well, be that as it may, there is a small insurance matter we should discuss before going any further.” Marconi produced a special card and smiled. “Do you Sarah and Joseph Wells indemnify the Everwhen School for any disease, injury, loss of sanity, or sudden amputation of limb or limbs to your child, resulting from but not limited to contact with or exposure to the following: laser beams, wormholes, dimensional rifts, space tubes, time traps, nuclear radiation, alien bacteria, being lost in the vacuum of space, marooned on a comet, cellular rearrangement, running out of Chrono-Fuel in the early Jurassic, accidental teleportation while holding nonteleportable appliances, unauthorized racing of flying saucers, the common cold, being struck by balloons filled with antimatter, accidental ingestion of hypercharged gluons, bubonic plague, asteroid collision, being turned inside out due to innocent miscalculation of proximity to supernovas while coming out of hyperspace, jet pack chicken fights, possession by superintelligent nanobots, streaking in the particle accelerator, being eaten by space monkeys, getting sucked into a rocket engine, or failure to read the expiration date on the cafeteria milk boxes?” Marconi chuckled and pocketed the card. “Just kidding about the milk boxes.”

“My word, that sounds—”

But Bertie cut his mother off. “Yes! Yes, please! I—I don’t know what it is, but I would very much like to go!”

“Absolutely not,” Joseph Wells snapped. “No Wells is going to that school.”

“But Mr. Wells,” Dean Marconi said, shocked, “Bertie’s won the coveted Time Scholarship, the most prestigious educational award in eighty-seven known galaxies. Only a few dozen are granted to young scientists and inventors each year.” Dean Marconi appealed to Sarah Wells. “You see, the awards committee is guided by the Everwhen charter, which states, ‘No child should be denied a good education simply by virtue of the time they were born into.’ ”

“Well, that’s lovely,” Sarah Wells said, still barely grasping what was happening.

But Joseph Wells stood up. His chair squeaked on the linoleum. “They made a mistake. I bet it happens all the time. Even at Everwhen,” he said, sneering the school’s name before stomping off down the hall. Moments later a door slammed.

Sarah Wells was affronted by her husband’s behavior. “I’m so sorry, Dean Marconi. That’s not like him.”

Before Dean Marconi could answer, though, Bertie summoned what little courage he had and followed his father’s path down the hall.

Sarah Wells feared what was to come. “Bertie? I wouldn’t bother him now!”



Bertie hesitated at the NO TRESPASSING sign posted on the basement door, written by his father in angry chalk letters. Then with a deep breath, he turned the knob and descended the stairs. The basement was Joseph Wells’s work area, though it was not clear to Bertie what that “work” was. Bertie was never allowed in the basement, and his father behaved with such secrecy about his activities that Bertie often imagined finding the plans to a great train robbery or a heist of the Queen’s jewels. What Bertie saw as he reached the bottom stairs was an ordinary workshop: some seldom-used tools on the walls and a simple desk with lots of jumbled notebooks and loads of pencils.

His father was sitting at his desk, his back to Bertie, distracted by a piece of paper in his hands. Bertie leaned on the stair banister to see over his father’s shoulder, but the wood creaked and Joseph Wells spun around, crumpling the paper and throwing it into the rubbish bin.

“What’re you doing down here?! You know you’re not allowed down here!”

“I know, I’m sorry,” Bertie said, wincing at his father’s anger.

“Well? Off with you, then!” his father barked.

“But—” Bertie started, enduring his father’s widening glare. “It’s just, I’ve dreamt of a place like this—”

“Do you know what following your dreams gets you?” Joseph Wells said, interrupting. “Laughed at. Humiliated.”

Bertie was stung by the bitterness of his father’s words.

Their edge even seemed to bother Joseph Wells, who softened his tone. “They made a mistake, son. You’re not good enough. Do you really think you can compete with the biggest brains from all different times? You? Your marks are just fair as it is in the 1800s. You don’t finish anything.”

Tears of frustration welled in Bertie’s eyes. “I can try, can’t I?”

Joseph Wells’s mustache twitched, and a heavy silence fell between father and son. Bertie could tell his father wanted to say more but something held him back. Instead, he swung his chair around, his back to Bertie, and mumbled, “Do as you like. You’ll learn the hard way.”

Bertie brightened, though he yearned for so much more from his father. “Thanks,” he said, and climbed the stairs, turning back near the top to see Joseph Wells fishing the piece of paper from the rubbish bin.




CHAPTER FOUR: WELCOME TO EVERWHEN?

Dean Marconi fixed a pair of flight goggles over Bertie’s eyes, then put on her own set. They stood atop a Time Scooter: a motorized skateboard with a touch screen filled with digital dates and squiggly readouts. Bertie had never seen technology like it.

“Great cats,” he said, struggling to make heads or tails of the data.

His sizable trunk was tied to a luggage rack on the back of the scooter, and Bertie watched, amazed, as Marconi punched in coordinates. He saw the number thirty-three blink on one of the screens.

“Time Temp thirty-three. Good range,” Marconi said as she turned a switch, firing up the scooter’s tiny engine.

“ ‘Time Temp’? What’s that?” Bertie asked.

“Time Temperature, Bertie!” Marconi called over the beeps and growls of the scooter’s computers. “Measures the health of the Time Stream! If the temp goes over eighty-six degrees, you can set off a Time Bomb and reality melt may occur, which of course could end all life on earth! Got it?”

“No, I d-don’t think so—” Bertie stammered, sensing he may have just bitten off far more than he could chew.

Dean Marconi adjusted her goggles. “Excellent! Hang on!”

“No rush!” Bertie called into Marconi’s ear as the scooter zoomed down the sidewalk, barely missing a tiny, old woman who spun around, vegetables flying into the air from her upturned grocery bag.

“Sorry, Mrs. Krumb!” Bertie called back.

Bertie’s arms were clutched around Marconi’s waist, heart in his throat, as they swerved down High Street at a high rate of speed.

“H-h-h-hold-d-d-d on t-t-t-ight!” Marconi stuttered because she’d just driven them onto the trolley tracks on a direct collision course with an oncoming trolley car.

“Tr-tr-trolley!” Bertie warned.

“We-we-we-we’ve go-go-go-got th-th-this!” Dean Marconi assured him.

Bertie considered diving off the scooter, but a shimmering pool of air appeared between their scooter and the clanging trolley car. The shimmer was as large as Bertie’s kitchen and was blurring the air all around it. The scooter picked up speed. A rather mad decision, Bertie thought.

Marconi held Bertie’s hands to her tummy, trapping him to her, as the trolley car and scooter both roared toward the shimmering pool from opposite directions. Bertie clenched his teeth, anticipating the horrific crash when—instead—he felt his arms and legs turn to putty. His stomach plunged ten stories downward and light exploded behind his eyes. He heard a rush of music and voices as their scooter accelerated to a thousand miles per hour. An incredible wind flapped his cheeks as a terrific force squeezed the breath out of him and then—POP!



When Bertie opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was a velociraptor perched atop a drifting Leaning Tower of Pisa. Before Bertie could even register such an image, Marconi swerved the Time Scooter around a World War II battleship cartwheeling slowly in the opposite direction.

“Great cats!” Bertie said, but his voice sounded muted, as though his fingers were in his ears, or he was underwater, but neither of those things were accurate.

They floated in a realm of impossibility. All around them was a vacuum of colorful space bisected by a thick, light-green, treelike structure, miles wide by Bertie’s estimation. It reminded him of the giant beanstalk in Jack’s fairy tale (only in this case the beanstalk was not upright but lying on its side) or of anatomy book illustrations of an artery in the body. Tiny dots floated around the branching object, and it took Bertie a moment to realize the dots were people in some type of exploratory suits. A Greek temple filled with senators in togas obscured Bertie’s view as it soared over his head, but then it was bumped off its trajectory by a sleek space capsule piloted by triangular-headed androids.

“Wh-what’s happening?” Bertie said.

“Don’t panic, Bertie,” Dean Marconi said. Her voice also sounded warbly and distant. “They’re just echoes! We’re in the Time Stream!”

“Who-who are those little people?”

“Our time technicians! Our Before-a-nauts handle issues in the past and our After-Nauts contend with any discrepancies in the future! Together, they keep an eye on the overall health of the Time Stream and all of its probabilities!” Dean Marconi pointed to a colossal, shiny object growing larger and larger. “And there is our destination! Welcome to Everwhen!”

The school is an hourglass, Bertie thought to himself. Though, to be more specific, the school was inside an hourglass, a towering, transparent set of domes that enclosed a city-campus, a teeming green and floral future world.

“It’s incredible!” Bertie said.

“Agreed, this is the best view!” Dean Marconi said.

Yet as they drew closer, the sheer gargantuan majesty of the place made Bertie’s jaw fall open. He could not contain it all in his eyeballs. He felt like he was plunging onto the moon or a similar celestial body. And as close as the campus seemed, it still took several minutes for them to reach the docking bay in the neck of the hourglass.

As they glided into a massive hangar, some type of atmosphere clicked on and their hearing and voices returned to normal. Bertie’s head was on a swivel as he took in airships and planes of every chronal variety, most of which did not yet exist in Bertie’s time: biplanes, passenger jets, military fighters, hot-air balloons, and futuristic orbs that reflected like mirrors. Overhead were tiers and tiers of circular tracks where sleek racing pods zipped in lightning circles.

“What is that?” Bertie asked.

“Hyperspeed racecourse, of course!” Dean Marconi said with a chuckle at her own pun.

Sunlight struck Bertie’s eyes as they flew through the hyperspeed garage and into the open sky above the Everwhen campus. Somehow, there was a blue atmosphere inside the gargantuan hourglass, though Bertie could not surmise the source of it. Yet his questions flew away on the winds as they circled above the city-campus of gleaming towers of molded steel, folded into impossible yet elegant shapes. And there were rivers flowing through the towers that spilled into real waterfalls and then into canals that crisscrossed vast plazas of sculpted fountains. As they dove another one hundred feet, Bertie noticed a blue, trapezoidal building that was changing shape before their eyes, morphing from a trapezoid into a roaring lion head.

“What’s that?” Bertie asked.

“Biogenetics Hall! Twenty-fourth century!” Dean Marconi said as she swerved around a flying lizard.

“That was a pterodactyl!” Bertie said, his head spinning.

“Yes, it was!” Dean Marconi said.

The diversion sent them a good distance off course, and they found themselves cruising above miles of metallic wasteland. It was a misty landscape, abandoned and grim, and it reminded Bertie of London junkyards. But the remnants here were futuristic mechanical constructions of varying sizes. And the mood was different. Everything else Bertie had seen so far was wild and joyous. Not here. This land felt rejected and lonely.

Bertie asked, “What’s down there?” He felt Dean Marconi shudder.

“Pay it no mind, Bertie! That robot junkyard is strictly off-limits to students!”

Within moments, Dean Marconi had steered them back over the campus, and they flew above the tip of an actual pyramid, gleaming white.

“That looks like the Great Pyramid of Giza!”

“Correction, Bertie, that is the Great Pyramid of Giza! Egyptology is taught in 2500 BC!”

“You mean it’s right here? Don’t you need a time machine?”

“Mr. Wells, I don’t believe you understand: this entire school is a time machine!”

As Bertie tried to wrap his twelve-year-old mind around all the implications of this, Dean Marconi leveled off into their final approach, and they skimmed just above the treetops. Bertie saw students riding trolleys in the nineteenth century and filing into traditional Victorian dormitories, while across the avenue marine biology students scuba dived with baleen whales in a thirty-story building made of seawater. A shadow passed over Bertie and the dean as they dipped below a floating green forest filled with domed structures.

Dean Marconi pointed up. “Environmental studies classes are held in the twenty-second century in our anti-grav, energy-sustainable floating villages!”

They emerged from the umbrella of floating villages and into the sunlight. Up ahead was a concourse of white marble filled with students.

“And here are your classmates!” Dean Marconi said, waving her arm to the sea of humanity below.

The students themselves were no less extraordinary: Bertie had never seen such a curious and fascinating mix of people in his entire life, even at Piccadilly Circus! There were children from everywhere and every… when. It was like a history book exploding before his eyes. Some of the children wore loincloths and kilts from ancient Egypt, while others wore chitons, small togalike dresses from ancient Greece. There were little Chinese girls in long silk tunics, formal Russian boys in caftans and sable-furred hats, Hawaiian boys in
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