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 TIME GRINDER







THE GIANT TIME grinder juddered into orbit around the blue planet. The scene looked peaceful, but space had roughened, and nature was misbehaving.







An Extirpator robot watched, waiting for the right moment. It gave the grinder a nudge, and the mass of porous rock accelerated into the atmosphere. The grinder’s vast blunt head burned orange, and a tail of blue streamed behind. The juggernaut of oil-drenched stone screamed into the sea like a flying island, punching out clouds of steam. It struck the seabed, and mineral fragments, water, a mist of blue oil, and pulverised life-forms exploded out.


The ashes of the instantly dead scattered across the sky, creating a looming memorial. And the grinder powder, blown in the high winds, cleansed reality. Earthquakes rocked the land and sea, and tsunamis flattened jungles. Huge outgassings wrecked the climate, and terrible plagues spread. The roiling oceans lost their shining monsters, and the blasted plains lost their running birds. And the dusty sky lost its giant bats. And the cities lay smashed, and insects swarmed in the predator-free air.







The battered blue planet recovered, and after millions of years, it again spawned highly sentient creatures. They spread across the continents and grew civilisations. They wrote symphonies, fought wars, built factories, and launched space probes. And the world became interesting again.







In the cramped front room of a small terraced house, a man stared at a time machine.










 TIME AERIALS







THE MURMURING TIME field tugged at Harry’s thoughts, making his skin tingle, and his heart pound, and his soul ache. The last of the blue oil smoked from the Keystone’s surface, and the murmuring became a scream. The sixty smaller aerials, dotted throughout his home like glass bonsai, cried out as the array aimed at seventy-five years ago, when the place was empty, just before his grandfather had bought it.







Harry tapped the pocket of his suit and felt the flask. He held back a tear, grabbed the arms of his chair, and leant forward. His head crossed the focal point, just in front of the tree-like Keystone, and the time field seized his brain. He fought back, teeth bared and eyes scrunched. He sucked in crackling air from the unstable now, and then he sighed. His left arm fell limp as he released an imagined handbrake on an imagined hill, and he shot forward, tobogganing down the years, until the past struck, like a half-buried rock, flinging him into the Keystone.







Harry stood still and blinked. The ghostly Keystone’s lower branches penetrated his belly and tingled red like Christmas morning. Its upper twigs brushed his face like a lover’s lips, impossibly light and teasing. “Welcome,” the aerial whispered, “this is all you’ve ever wanted.”


Harry twisted his head to the left. His wooden chair had gone, and the old-fashioned settee looked new. The large oil painting of highland cattle shone in its golden frame, and the animals peered up at Harry as if he had just disturbed them as they drank at the river. And for a moment, just a moment, the water seemed to flow and burble. Harry stared ahead, past the aerial, at the other wall. The two woodland scenes gained depth and glowed and smelt of autumn. He twisted to the right. The delicate figurines on the mantlepiece, frozen in eternal courtship, looked polished and bright and formal.


Harry frowned and shook his head. He breathed in coal dust and his mind cleared. The house, he realised, should be empty.







It’s dangerous to hug a time aerial, even a ghostly one, and he backed away. The fractal branches prickled as they withdrew, making his skin twitch in a million poisonous thrills. He took great care to avoid the aerial’s focal point and, keeping his eyes fixed on its glassy twigs, he stepped out of the lounge room.


The hallway had bright wallpaper and freshly painted wood, and slender aerials marched down the passage, bent and twisted as if caught in a perpetual but unfelt wind. Back in his own time, they were bright and solid—mainly solid—but here in the past, they looked faint and out of place, like holograms in a tunnel.


He glanced up at the stairs. Brass clips pinned down the thick green carpet, and phantom time aerials shimmered on every step. The lower aerials had rounded heads on long stalks, like miniature orange trees. Higher up, they had shorter stems and fuzzy hemispherical crowns. Right at the top, on the upstairs landing, the lone aerial had a T-shaped stalk, with dual crowns emerging like beams from a lighthouse.







I’ve made the jump, thought Harry. I’ve actually done it. His grandfather Herbert, from whom he’d inherited this tiny house, and from whom he’d learnt the basics of time-leaking technology, would have been proud.







A rustling came from the middle room, and Harry froze. A scrape on wood, and then a pacing. Harry trembled and held his airless breath.


A thin man, slightly older than Harry and similar in looks, stepped into the hallway, tutting and shaking his head. For an awful moment, Harry thought his time jump had spawned a poor-quality doppelgänger, a weak temporal echo of himself. Then he recognised the man. He should be younger, thought Harry, no more than forty, and certainly not over sixty. And he shouldn’t be here. It’s the wrong time. No wonder the house had so many familiar things in it—his grandfather had already moved in.


Herbert stared at Harry and frowned as if listening for something. Then he shook his head and walked straight through his time-travelling grandson. He bent to pick up an aerial, but his hands passed through its watery base. He muttered, grabbing again and again at the tiny ghostly tree. Then he doubled back—right through Harry—and stormed into the lounge room.


Harry stood by the entrance, appalled, willing his grandfather away. But Herbert reached out to the Keystone. His fingers brushed its spectral branches, and the aerial sighed. Herbert bent forward, his head passed through the focal point, his eyes rolled back, and he collapsed. Seconds later, he twitched, blinked, struggled to his feet, brushed himself down, groaned, and staggered out of the room. A moment later, the front door slammed.


Harry clenched and unclenched his imaginary fists. This was bad, possibly catastrophically bad. He panted, but no air moved. And he waited for the world to end.


But the past was stable, and Harry remained. He forced himself to concentrate: dates, he thought, I must work out the dates. “If Herbert’s sixty-five, then I’m back fifty years.” Saying the words made the dream logic real. “And I’ve already been born. I’m somewhere here.”







Harry grabbed the front door handle and twisted, but his fingers passed through the brass. He shut his eyes and stepped forward. Glass went through his head and chest, and wood went through his guts, creating an odd sensation, somewhere between a bright light, a tinkle, a dark brown, a fusty smell, a dull ache, and a rough texture. He turned left and strode down the road, towards the corner shop.







Newspapers sat in a rack outside, and Harry strained to read a date. But the little black letters ran like ants, and the headlines blurred and shifted. “Damn coy universe,” he said, and continued round the block. He stared at the tiny cinema, all boarded up and covered in graffiti. Its closure was consistent with a fifty-year jump. Maybe next time he’d aim his aerials far enough back to catch a movie, and he could slip in and sit amongst the smokers.


He shrugged and headed back to his home, number 62. The pavement looked level but felt steep, and he leant forward, as if fighting a strong wind, and his feet, although weightless, dragged. Only thirty narrow houses to go, he thought.







Harry pushed through the pain and strode past number 62 with barely a glance, relishing the ghostly freedom and the funny sensations. He enjoyed the walk and felt, or thought he felt, the warmth of the sun on his skin. He would press on to number 145, the house he grew up in.


Harry paused at the curb, looked right and left, and crossed—a smartly dressed ghost that no one could see, taking care on roads that could do him no harm.







The houses here were wider, with bay windows top and bottom, and small front gardens with neat fences, or low walls, or tidy hedges.


Harry stopped at the familiar church. Its tower sat square and squat and reassuring and built, like the hall, from yellow stone. The rooms, a later addition, were red brick. Silver birches with shimmering leaves stood in front. These trees had been chopped down years ago, and it was nice to see them back.


Harry had drawn that church when he was ten years old. He’d sketched it from the bay window of 145, immediately opposite. He remembered outlining each brick, and adding thin washes of colour. And signing it. If the young Harry who lived here now was only eight, then the drawing did not yet exist.


Harry, the discarnate Harry from the future, stood in front of the church and stared at his old house, with its bright pebble-dashed top, and newly painted windows, and recently creosoted wooden fence.


Behind the net curtains, something moved.










 BULLY FOR ME







CHILDREN RAN HOME from school, chattering and laughing. Harry, who’d moved round the church, backing away from his old house, squinted, forcing himself to concentrate on his surroundings.


Three boys stood on the corner of the next block. Two were big and burly, and one was small and slender. The big ones blocked the smaller boy, adjusting their positions to stop him going past. Something stirred in Harry’s mind. He frowned, and his fingers twitched, and he sucked in lungfuls of air tinged with exhaust fumes. Over the years, he’d revisited this moment and imagined it from all viewpoints. He’d endlessly replayed and re-edited the scene, trying to change history. Trying to put things right.


The two bigger boys were at least twelve years old. The little one was Harry, aged eight.


“Where do you live?” asked the nearer thug.


“Over there,” said the young Harry, pointing to number 145.


“Well, you’re not going,” said the other one.


Harry clenched his fists. He’d do anything to materialise and thump the little shits. He marched into the road, aiming for the boys, and oblivious to the approaching car. The sparkling grill and rattly engine passed through his pelvis in a slap of metal and a flash of burning gas. Then a brief, cold transit of glass through his lungs. And the warm wetness of flesh, and the scratch of bone.


The car screeched to a stop at the intersection. The woman crunched into first gear and whined off, indicators blinking.


Harry arrived at the curb, his lips drawn back in rage. He lunged forward, thrusting his face into the skull of the speaking thug, and then he screamed, his words like bullets, polished and sharp and unforgiving. The stupid boy recoiled, like a poked anemone, as he tried to fight the thoughts and make sense of the searing invective filling his head, but Harry’s mind won. Harry withdrew and stared at the blubbery face. A tear formed in the boy’s eye. It was not as good as beating the little shit to a pulp, but better than nothing.


Harry looked up. His younger self was on the other side of the road, only metres from home. Harry remembered grabbing that same opportunity all those years ago—fleeing without regard for traffic, the moment that one of the older boys had turned away. He was safe now, he knew. Safe as a little boy once intercepted by bullies. And safe as a grown man, since the bully’s reaction was always a part of his history. And Herbert’s glimpsing of the time aerials must have spurred his grandfather’s interest in time-leaking and led to the time aerials themselves. It was all very circular, and dovetailed, and reassuring.


Harry realised that he hadn’t seen himself clearly. He’d been so furious, so bent on revenge, that he’d ignored the slender eight-year-old. But he had his temporal fix—it was definitely fifty years ago.


Harry didn’t cross the main road to follow his earlier self. His mother would be serving tea and biscuits and asking about school. Nostalgia wrenched his guts, and he couldn’t go near her, not after so long. He nodded at his old home—as one might nod to an old acquaintance in the street—and headed back. His steps grew lighter as the aerials in number 62 grew closer. The ghostly Harry was going home with all his worlds intact, and all was well.










 62 TO 62







HARRY EDGED INTO position in front of the ghostly Keystone. And stepped over a cliff. Weightlessness, then a jolt through his feet and legs and back, then nausea. He exhaled and stared ahead. The Keystone shone, solid at its base and nebulous at its crown. His back hurt and he took a few moments to realise that the chair was pushing against his spine. He leant forward, and the field grabbed his mind. The room shimmered, and the old stuff reappeared. Harry flung his head back and gasped, and the room settled back, reluctantly, and with a slight hiss, into the present.


Harry pushed the chair away, slid onto the floor, and crawled into the hallway. He stopped at the foot of the stairs, grasped the newel post, pulled himself up, and vomited across the bottom step. He peered up the gloomy stairs at the grey and threadbare carpet. The brass clips had gone, but the pristine little time aerials glistened, as solid as machines that leaked into time could ever hope to be. He scanned the drab walls, the scuffed skirting, and the chipped and yellowed balustrade. There was no smell of coal, but dust hung in the air, and the worn-out house felt safe.


He rubbed his forehead. The array was still connected to fifty years ago, and he had to switch it off. Herbert mustn’t get through. Having him preview the aerials in his own time was one thing, having him visit the present was another. Harry shook, terrified that his grandfather might arrive at any moment, glimpse the unfolding future, alter the stable past, and tear Harry’s reality to shreds. He went back into the lounge room, planning to douse the Keystone with oil and deactivate the array.


But Harry froze. The oil jar was in the corner, empty and dry. He’d forgotten to reseal it, and the blue liquid had boiled away. Without this oil, the Keystone would go at full power, thrumming and shrieking, and threatening his life—threatening everything.


Harry paced, careful to avoid the focal point. The oil supply was an hour away. That meant two hours of driving and some heavy lifting, and he felt too weak for that. But it was dangerous to let the aerials run that long. He stopped and tapped his lip. He could point them to seventy-five years ago, when the house was empty—that would be safe. A careful recalibration of the array was impossible, but he could move the little aerials closer to the Keystone and hope for the best. But moving them while the Keystone ran would cause the array to sweep across time, trawling up God knows what from the past. Multiple instances of Herbert, for example, creating a stampede of time-wrecking grandfathers. And perhaps the odd tradesman would walk across the time bridge. And versions of his grandmother might appear, or even Harry himself. He desperately wanted a drink, but he couldn’t leave the aerials as they were. And he couldn’t move them. And he couldn’t run. People from the past waited in the wings, and history itself teetered. His lower body tingled. Harry felt like a boy again, horribly late for class. The school gates were closing, and he wanted to wet himself. It wouldn’t matter, because no one would see him dribble. There would be no one left to see the dark stain spread. There would be no history at all...


Harry pouted and dug into his pockets. He touched cool glass, and his pout became a smile. He pulled out the flask—half medicine bottle, and half perfume spray—and he weighed it in his palm, and he watched the blue oil slosh.







Harry edged towards the moaning Keystone, holding his bottle out at arm’s length, as stealthy as a hunter downwind of an injured bull. He shut his eyes and sprayed, and the sound stopped. He ran to the cellar door, twisted the handle, and pushed, and dank, fetid air—a mixture of mildew and coal dust—spilled out. He flicked the switch, and the yellow bulb sucked out the meagre light. A baby aerial flickered in the corner of the cellar head, and Harry picked it up and carried it to the lounge room, and stood it as near to the Keystone as he dared.


He dashed back, and this time he went all the way down into the cellar, grabbed a sail-like aerial, paused halfway up the steps to collect a conical one, and ran to the lounge.


The Keystone eyed Harry and groaned as he slid the aerials to its base. He sprayed again, misting its branches with blue oil. Its voice dropped, and he returned to the cellar. Down there, it was damp and forbidding, and the clammy air chilled him, but the cheerful little time aerials lit the miserable space, like lanterns in a cave. He walked into the annexe where two globular aerials burned in the corner. The coal dust tickled his nose, and the grimy annexe window made his bowels stir. Windows, he thought, peering through the dirty glass, should have daylight and a view. This one had contemplated a dank cellar for a hundred years. He sighed, picked up the aerials, and left.







The Keystone keened, and blue vapour boiled from its crown. It looked ready to ignite as Harry manoeuvred the last of the aerials, sprayed the last of the oil, and backed away. A final wisp of blue, and the Keystone shrieked, and the aerials sang. And the time-trap reset to seventy-five years ago and an empty house. Or so Harry hoped.







Harry needed a beer. To clear his head. To help him think of a way out of this pickle. And the walk would do him good. He stepped onto the porch, rattled the door to check that it was locked, and peered through its windows. “I should get frosted glass,” he said. “Anyone can see in.”


Harry had a spring in his step, for he was a real person, going for a real beer, in his own time, and in his own street. He stopped opposite number 145 and thought again of his boyhood attackers. He wondered what they were doing now. Probably nothing, he decided. People like that never amounted to anything.










 COMA







THE TIME ARRAY at number 62—hastily reset to avoid catching Herbert—now aimed at eighty-eight years in the past, at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday morning.


Mrs Peterson stopped, blinked, and rubbed her eyes. She craned forward, reaching out to the ghostly tree in the middle of her carpet. As her fingers passed through its outer twigs, she heard a faint jingling. She moved closer to the wavering Keystone, and her head crossed the focal point. The time field grabbed her consciousness and flung it eighty-eight years into the future.










 MRS PETERSON'S GHOST







MRS PETERSON GAWPED at the now solid Keystone, the unfamiliar furniture, and the altered decor. She screamed, but the only sound was a distant ringing. Arms raised, she ran, and the aerial shimmered in her ghostly slipstream. And its infinite branches sighed as they shook. She pounded down the hallway, through the closed front door, and into the road. Slack-jawed and hunched, she blinked in the sunlight. And as she stood there dazed, a little beige car chugged towards her.


Sid’s window was open an inch, his radio played Mozart, and his fingers tapped the wheel. He checked his mirror, squinted down the road, and saw a figure of flapping brown. His withered leg slammed the brakes, and the buggy skidded to a halt. Shaking all over, he climbed out and held onto the driver’s door.


Mrs Peterson, still in the middle of the road, gaped at the sky.


“Careful,” Sid called. “I nearly hit you.”


She turned and stared with hollow eyes. Then she shook her head, continued across the road, walked through a parked car, shuddered, and disappeared into a wall.







The white-painted room beyond the wall had a fat and creamy settee and two armchairs. Cloudy tubing hung from the ceiling, a black oblong stood in the corner near the bay window, and plastic books lay scattered on the timber floor.


Mrs Peterson grabbed at her sides. Her flesh felt solid, but she’d come through a brick wall. A double brick wall. And it had been peculiar, like eating dry cake, and walking through treacle, and sandpaper.


“What’s happening?” she wailed, but her voice drained into silence. Water tinkled in the kitchen, a spoon rattled on china, and someone hummed. Then footsteps padded down the hall, and a girl in a loose and shapeless dress appeared with a mug of tea, and a chocolate bar.


Mrs Peterson opened her mouth. “I’m so sorry…”


But the girl ignored her.


“I said I’m sorry.”


The girl slumped into a chair, belched, picked up a small controller, aimed it at Mrs Peterson, and clicked. Sound boomed from behind Mrs Peterson, and she span round. Moving pictures of people and machines flared inside the oblong. Booms and bangs thumped through the floorboards, a woman screamed, and guns fired. Mrs Peterson turned back. The girl frowned and stared at Mrs Peterson’s middle.


“I said I’m sorry,” shouted Mrs Peterson above the din, “and it’s rude—”


The girl laughed.


Mrs Peterson sniffed. “This will never do.”


The girl rearranged herself and bit into her chocolate.


Mrs Peterson strode across the room and grabbed the girl’s shoulder, but her hands sank into jelly, and she felt hard bits, and stringy things, and warm, wet currents. She recoiled and retched. The girl slurped her tea and munched her chocolate and grinned at the moving pictures. Mrs Peterson shook; it began as a tremor in her hands, followed by a twitch in her arms, and then a wobble of her head. She hugged herself and wept deep wracking sobs. “I must be dead,” she moaned. “I’m just a ghost.” She shuffled to the front door and tried the handle, but her fingers slipped through. “I might have known. Damn it all.” With a sniff, she squared her shoulders, walked through the wood, and stepped into a street of hulking cars. Her mouth opened—partly in shock at the altered scene, and partly at the bitter aftertaste of timber, and metal, and paint, and putty, and glass.










 CAUSAL WAVE







THE REPERCUSSIONS FROM Mrs Peterson’s coma of eighty-eight years ago caught up with today, as history rewrote itself in a foaming, thrashing tsunami of tumbling events.







The causal wave had slammed into the present just as Mrs Peterson had crossed the threshold and tasted the door. Almost everyone in this new world was different, although she wasn’t to know that.


Back in the house, the walls turned pale green, and the girl vanished along with her chocolate bar, her light fitting, her plump seating, and her big-screen television. A single black armchair faced the restored fireplace, and a glass coffee table sat in front of the chair. A blue box-file lay open on the table, and papers and photographs spilled out. And a silvery machine—part cone and part sphere—squatted on bent legs in the corner where the television once stood. It looked like an alien probe, but it was an audio device of such value that few people from this new history would recognise it. Richard, its owner, was out on business. But at night he would sit in his chair, listen to startlingly clear music, review old documents, and think.







Sid, the elderly driver who had nearly collided with Mrs Peterson’s ghost, vanished.







The door of number 62 turned pale cream, and its narrow, clear windows fused into a single sheet of frosted glass. The frames of the bay window went from buff to earthy brown, and the curtains clacked into wooden blinds. Furniture updated and shifted, walls changed colour, new fitments sparkled in the kitchen, and a walk-in shower arrived in the upstairs bathroom. A tinkle, and the time aerials flashed out of existence, severing the time bridge forever.







Along the curbs, the bright-yellow and powder-blue buggies that Harry had known vanished, swept away by hulking things in grey, and black, and dusty white.







The wrinkled barman polished a glass. He smiled, glad to see a customer, and Harry smiled back.


The time tsunami hit the pub.


The velvet wallpaper, with its rips and stains and coiling designs, became cream plaster. Hunting scenes, etchings of cathedrals, and collotypes of cottages—all in matching black and gold frames—appeared on the walls, and ersatz beams crisscrossed the ceiling. And the sticky carpet gave way to flagstones, and the upholstered cubicles and stools gave way to rustic tables and hard chairs. And a girl in black drew a frothy ale. She looked at the dapper gentleman who leant against the bar, and she smiled, her expression demure and knowing. Meanwhile, two elegant ladies picked a corner table, sat down, and stared at their frosted wines.


The man walked over and joined the two women. He pulled out a multi-inked ballpoint pen and a small notepad, looked at the ladies and raised an eyebrow. “Tell me again,” he said, “about the disturbances…”







Harry would have loved to drink a pint in this new pub, and Harry—had he ever existed—would have joined the trio for a chat, and explained to them the source of their disturbances.








 THE TIME MACHINE DETECTIVE





MRS PETERSON’S COMA became the gushing headwater of a new history. Her abrupt departure from her proper time had changed everything.


Herbert survived into the new history because he predated Mrs Peterson’s misadventure and, although his life changed in many ways, he still liked time machines.


The causal wave smashed the delicate web of events that led to Harry’s conception, and Harry vanished. And billions more became unborn. But billions of different people arrived, including Richard—born in the new history when Harry was born in the old. Richard met Herbert and learnt about time machines. It was as if the universe needed to replace Harry, and Richard—bright new thing that he was—slipped easily into Harry’s historical and functional niche. But no one knew. Nobody had any idea that things were different…





Richard’s office was a few doors down from number 62—the house of the erstwhile time aerials—and he was alone at his desk, when he heard a cough. He looked up.


A man stood silhouetted in front of the French doors.


“Where are you from?” asked Richard.


“Down the road.”


“How did you get in?”


The stranger stepped forward, revealing shadowed eyes and a pinched face. “Never mind.”


Richard pushed backwards, casters grating. “OK, when did you come from? Which year?”


The man pulled out a plasticky gun and aimed.


“Please,” said Richard, holding up his hands, “if you’re going to kill me, at least tell me when you’re from.”


“Two hundred years in the future.”


Richard glanced at the railway clock. The seconds hand ticked round. “What’s it like in your time? Are things very different?”


“I don’t know, I haven’t been here—”


The man vanished.


Richard took a deep breath, stood up, and stepped into a slightly deflected future. He stared through the French doors, and his hands shook, and a thin sheen of sweat coated his brow. The photons that struck his eyes would all be different from now on, and the air that he breathed would contain different molecules, and falling leaves would fall in different paths. It didn’t seem like much, not enough to make a real difference, but Richard knew better. He’d obsessed about intervening in history and disturbing the past, and he knew that any change—however small—would amplify. Sooner or later, an egg would meet a different sperm—it took little to perturb a conception—and someone new would grow. Inserting this other person into history would change everything. Someone would glance in a new direction, pause when they should have moved, speak when they should have kept quiet. Made love a fraction later than they did before—and yet another baby would inherit other genes. Fast forward a hundred and fifty years, and no one would be the same. Past wars wouldn’t match, and new plagues would have spread in new ways. Bombs that went off in one world wouldn’t go off in another. From outer space, the world might look the same, but close in—at the granular level, where minds operated, where people actually lived—everything would be different.


He wondered what his other self was doing now as he blithely diverged. Most likely, that version was still at the desk, reading through the file, looking at the photo of a mother and her pram—a black-and-white woman, frozen in a black-and-white park. He thought about the future that lay ahead of that other Richard—the future that produced the inept assassin. But that world had sunk below reality—and dragged its gunman with it.


This was the second assassination attempt. Richard had shifted futures twice, and two other worlds lay buried beneath this one. He wondered how far they stretched, those other futures. Did they end when the assassin climbed into his time machine, or did they extend beyond? And what of his other selves? Did those two Richards—insubstantial and unwitting—persist?


Richard was determined to continue his research. This new world would drift from the old, but he would stay on track. He would be a constant in an updating universe. He had a mission, and he needed an assistant. And quickly, for the next assassin might succeed.





Two months later, he had an intern. The new man was efficient, quick, and keen, and a potential partner for the little firm.





Richard held a police report in his left hand, and the fingers of his right hand drummed on the carved edge of his mahogany desk. “So you think you’ve found a genuine one?” he asked.


Tim squirmed. “It’s not much, I agree, but it fits the expected pattern.”


Richard stopped drumming. “Go on.”


Tim glanced at his watch and pursed his lips. His face was paler than before, and his eyes darted around, and his slender fingers grasped the wooden armrest. “A man was stabbed, but they found no knife. And the killer vanished—literally.”


“Fingerprints?” asked Richard.


“Yes, but the police found no match.” Tim shook his crest of blond hair. “It’s a classic closed room, with no motive, and no suspect. And it’s impossible to solve.”


“What amazes me,” said Richard, flipping through the typed pages, “is that someone who’s smart enough to make a time machine actually builds one. It’s a death sentence.”


The intern fidgeted in his chair, sniffed, and stared at the French doors. Outside, it was a perfect autumn day, and dappled rosy light streamed in and lit the floor.


“The killer’s from the future,” continued Richard, scrunching a yellowed note. “Or at least he was, before he snuffed himself out of existence.”


“How can these things happen, boss?”


Richard smiled thinly at his new intern and wondered again if this pallid man were as naïve as he appeared. Perhaps he was only trying to gain favour. “Time machines always destroy themselves. They alter the past, and then they vanish.”


Tim nodded.


“The thing is,” continued Richard, “when you make a time machine you want to go back and do things. You want to put things right and prevent a catastrophe, or cuddle a loved one. The urge to travel back comes from grief.”


“And?”


“They’re wrong.” Richard leant forward. “Horribly wrong. They always change the past, and people end up never being born. If they go back far enough, they prevent their own conception. Hence no time machine at all. And they all go back. They can’t resist.”


“With no time machine, they can’t go back; hence, they are conceived, and hence they build a time machine. You get a loop.”


“That’s where you’re wrong.”


Tim shook his head. “You’ve lost me.”


“Say you go back and kill your father when he’s just a boy. You stab his tiny chest. You’ve sealed your fate. You’ll never be born.”


“Fair enough,” said Tim.


“But it takes a while for the changes to work their way forward,” said Richard. “It’s like a cause-and-effect wave spreading from the murder into the future. There’s a delay, because the wave’s not instantaneous.”


Tim frowned.


Richard leant back and sighed. “OK, let’s go step by step. The time traveller sticks in the knife and his father dies. Cause and effect domino forward as the new history unfolds. But the time machine is still there in the future—the causal wave hasn’t reached it yet. The time traveller stands over the dead child wondering what the hell has happened. He thinks he’s made a mistake. Then the new history reaches his time machine and deletes it. There’s another lag as the removal of the time machine effects events in the past. Then the time traveller vanishes.”


“Assuming that the time machine remains in the future,” said Tim.


“Some machines might stay, and some might travel back. Either way, there’s a lag. In both cases, the causal wave destroys the future that contains the time machine and the traveller.”


“It still doesn’t make sense,” said Tim. “The time traveller’s deleted, so he can’t commit the crime.”


“The point is,” said Richard, “he’s not deleted immediately. Say it takes a minute for the causal wave to spread from the murder to the future. When it gets there, the time machine vanishes. Then the repercussions from that take another minute to travel back in time and erase the traveller. So he was there in the past for two minutes. Long enough to kill. And the new reality, which incorporates the murder, has pulled away from the old reality. Meanwhile, the old reality becomes a nether world, a weak and virtual history that lacks the strength to undo the murder. And the old history can’t maintain the killer it’s spawned. The time traveller doesn’t belong in the past, and he can only survive there when he’s connected to a valid future. The umbilicus snaps, but the act remains…”


Tim let out a long breath. “So we have time travellers popping up here and there throughout history, buggering things up, and then vanishing. And uncountable snuffed-out time machines.”


“Pretty much, but they might not bugger things up. I believe these short-lived, virtual-people could do important work.”


“Killing’s important?” asked Tim, and he leant forward, his eyes narrowing.


“Maybe. These visitors could do anything. They might kill, or flip a switch, or unlock a door. They might prevent disasters, for all we know.” Richard’s face burned with a strange intensity. “The universe needs them, so it looks away while they dip into the past and break the rules.”


“The universe needs time travellers?” asked Tim.


“Yes, history needs prodding; reality’s not watertight. As you know, the Sun couldn’t burn without quantum tunnelling. Everything leaks at the edges, and visitors slip through. And stitch new histories.”


“That makes me feel better,” said Tim. “Much better. And to hear it from the master…”


Richard frowned, suspecting that Tim was mocking, but Tim looked serious, and he indicated for Richard to go on.


“These time interventions have a definite signature, and it’s those clues that I search for. When I find one, I investigate.” Richard swept his arm in a wide arc, encompassing the jumbled stacks of files. “It’s all here.”


“Very impressive,” said Tim, and he peered at his watch. “I have a lunchtime date
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