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        In the war against time,

        some destinies are meant to collide.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ‘My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:

      
        Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!’

        - PERCY SHELLEY
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fear.

      Fear begins in the Amygdala, the oldest part of your brain. All it takes is one synapse to light the flame and quickly unfurl into abject terror in under a second. This wildfire spreads throughout your body, setting alight the Sympathetic Nervous System.

      Next comes adrenaline, your heart beats faster, your breathing becomes heavier, increasing your alertness and sending every organ into overdrive, especially your brain. You see more, you hear more, and all these signals blast through your neurons, slowing time down to a crawl and giving you everything you need to make the crucial decision: stand and fight or run away.

      The Big Bang, in actuality, was more like the big scream, an adolescent singularity so scared of the dark that it ran in every conceivable direction to escape it. Fear was present at the dawn of creation and will persist long after we’re all gone.

      Someday, someone will sit on the shore of the last day of the universe, watching the tide coming to swallow them up in one last mouthful. Whoever that someone may be, human, squid, artificially intelligent super-computer, or transcended entity of pure thought, you better believe that when that final flicker of light fades, it will be met with a pair of urine-filled pants and a scream.

      Fear is humanity’s greatest asset. Fear ensures survival. Fear is life.

      At exactly 4:37 p.m. on February 12th, 2009, no one on earth was experiencing fear more than Jack Phoenix. A young boy of eight years old, eight years old today, as today was his birthday. This was clear to anyone within a half-mile radius thanks to the large ‘8 today!’ badge he proudly wore, pinned to his t-shirt. But, right now, Jack was more scared than he has ever been, hiding in the footrest of the back seat of his dad’s car, trying his hardest not to breathe and not to be heard, as the monster was still out there, looking for him.

      There came a tap on the window above him.

      Was this it? Had it found him? He didn’t dare raise his gaze to verify his fate. Instead, he covered his eyes with his fingers, hoping that might stop him from being seen.

      Another tap.

      Jack’s curiosity soon became too much to bear, and he couldn’t help but peer up through his fingers, searching until his eyes met those of the tapper. His fear subsided at once. It was no monster, only his dad smiling down at him. His dad pulled open the car door, and Jack immediately burst into tears, wrapping his arms around his father so tightly as to never let him go again.

      “Jack, it’s ok, everything’s ok.”

      Maybe there had never even been a monster. Adults were always telling him he had an ‘overactive imagination’ after all.

      “Is... he... gone?” was all Jack could sputter through breathless gasps.

      “He’s gone. Everything’s going to be ok,” replied his father, and with that, Jack sank his face deep into his dad’s woollen jumper.

      “Where’s mom?” came Jack’s muffled voice through the fabric.

      “She’s busy at the moment, but she’s fine. Now come look, I have something to show you.”

      Jack hesitantly lifted his head, gripped his dad’s hand, and stepped out of the car.

      Then he saw it, parked in the driveway, only a few metres away: an ice cream truck.

      Jack’s tear-stained eyes lit up. “Woah.”

      “Happy Birthday, Jack.”

      He ran up to the ice cream truck. The faded depiction of Mickey Mouse on the side of the vehicle glistened with the promise of all the ice cream Jack could eat, and even more, until he threw up. It was all his, and he could make the rules. No one could tell him how many flakes were too many.

      Jack turned back to his father. “Where did you get it?”

      “It belonged to a friend of mine. He doesn’t need it anymore, so I thought we could take it out for the day. Would you like that?”

      Jack’s smile beamed. “Definitely,” he called back, already jumping aboard.

      Jack walked through the vehicle, passing the freezers filled to the brim with ice lollies, the whippy machine with its levers begging to be pulled, and the tubs of sprinkles Jack desperately wanted to dunk his head into.

      He took a seat in the passenger’s seat while his dad took the driver’s. His dad pressed the key into the ignition, and the ice cream truck clunked to life, reversing out of the driveway.

      In all of Jack’s excitement, he had failed to spot something curious on the pavement, close to the ice cream truck and towards the front door to his house: a man with a bullet through his chest, lying face down on the doorstep, blood still pooling around him as the last spark of life left his eyes. Eyes that would have been very familiar to Jack, as was the familiar scratchy beard, familiar greying chestnut hair, and familiar woollen jumper. In fact, everything about this man was familiar to Jack, for this man was identical in every way to the one currently driving Jack far, far away.

      After what felt like an eternity, the pair arrived at their destination: a cliff edge on the outskirts of the city.

      “We’ve arrived,” announced Jack’s father.

      Jack opened the door and climbed down from the truck. “Why did we come here?” he asked.

      “Look at that view. Best place in the world to eat ice cream,” said Jack’s father, and he was right.

      Jack looked out over the side of the cliff at the world below, upon a view that stretched on forever. You could see everything from up here, every building and street Jack had ever known, with the sun gently touching the horizon behind.

      It was as though his father captured the entire world and miniaturized it. Jack’s eyes turned downwards; the cliff dropped abruptly, and he could barely make out the bottom. He quickly stepped away from the edge, suddenly feeling dizzy.

      Jack’s father joined him, holding two ice cream cones with several flakes jammed into the top and covered with sprinkles and chocolate sauce.

      “Cheers,” he announced as he held out his ice cream the way Jack saw people do with champagne glasses at fancy dinners. Jack imitated with a ‘cheers’ of his own and swooshed his ice cream into his father’s.

      The pair sat on the bonnet of the ice cream truck and tucked into their ice cream cones while enjoying the view from atop the world.

      Jack suddenly withdrew from his cone, his chocolate sauce-covered face all screwed up with disgust. “Ugh, this tastes all metally.”

      “Tastes fine to me,” said his father. “Tell you what, if you finish it all up. I’ll tell you a story.”

      “I’m too old for stories. I’m eight now, remember?” retorted Jack, pointing to his badge.

      “You’ll like this one, I promise. It’s about a man called Jack, just like you.”

      “Fine,” Jack submitted, crossing his arms.

      He was secretly a little excited by the prospect. It had been years since his dad told him a story. Still, he refused to show it as he was a mature eight-year-old now, and eight-year-olds hate being told stories.

      Jack’s dad hopped down from the truck and took a couple of steps towards the edge of the abyss. “It’s about a man who did incredible things, saw the impossible, and how one day, he stood right here...”

      His father remembered it all—the man, kneeling at the edge of the cliff, bloodied and bruised, shirt torn and soaked with blood.

      “…With the devil behind him…”

      He remembered the monster standing behind the man, pointing a gun at him, readying his aim.

      “…As together, they watched the world end.”

      He remembered the view, one not too dissimilar to the one he was looking at now, except this one was in flames. A world in ruins, full of screams, ambulance sirens, and the suffocating smell of smoke.

      A world set alight with fear.
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      Chest-thumping music filled the nightclub as the drunken crowd swayed into one another. Bright red and green spotlights illuminated the thick fog of alcoholic spirits, sweat, and poor decisions. A warm stench rode the waves of up-stretched arms and across the cramped dance floor until they settled upon Jack Phoenix, who was standing awkwardly a little off to the side.

      Jack’s rigidly neat brown hair and suit stood out amongst the ocean of laid-back students. He, too, was a student and, despite his self-appointed maturity, was only twenty years old. In fact, he was turning twenty years old tonight, as in only a few minutes, it would officially be his birthday. This was clear to anyone within a half-mile radius thanks to the large '20 today!' badge he resentfully wore pinned to his shirt.

      The badge and night out had been decided upon by Sam Higgs, a man who also stood out from the other students, but for very different reasons. His bleached blonde hair, with its single greasy dreadlock, swung back and forth above an ensemble comprising a purple blazer, a pair of ripped jeans, a T-shirt promoting a rock concert he never attended, and a generous coating of hipster beads. All this combined made Sam appear like an alien, poorly trying to replicate the look of a student. Sam, for better or worse, was Jack’s best friend.

      However, unlike Jack, Sam felt very much at home in a nightclub. Perhaps this was because Sam possessed a more outgoing personality than Jack, or perhaps it was thanks to the line of cocaine Sam had snorted in the bathroom moments earlier.

      Sam danced like the world couldn’t see him, neither in time to the music nor appreciating personal space. The pint of beer he held in his jittering fingers showered onto the dance floor around him, causing him to slip around like a giraffe, taking its first steps. Sam caught sight of Jack and gave him a playful nudge, spilling more of his pint.

      “You need to relax,” were the accompanying words of wisdom slurred into Jack’s ear.

      Jack stepped back, ensuring he was suitably out of range of the splash zone.

      “I am relaxed,” said Jack through gritted teeth, longing to be back home finishing his essay on gravitational fields.

      Jack hated nightclubs. They were too loud, too crowded, and how was everybody else immune to the smell? Why did he allow himself to get caught up in another of Sam’s great ideas?

      “Oh, come on!” bemoaned Sam as someone bumped into him, knocking his drink and leaving a dark, wet stain draining down his shirt.

      He darted his head around in search of the culprit. Sam surveyed the dance floor, eyeing the wall of vacant students until he identified the perpetrator descending into the shadow of the crowd. It had to be them.

      Sam was never more certain of anything in his life. Sam gripped his plastic cup tightly, pulled his arm back and thrust what little remained of his pint with all his might, soaking his suspect before they could escape.

      The sopping wet woman turned to face Sam, her drenched hair coated a face filled with confusion and anger. Sam turned away, desperately attempting to avoid the woman’s scorn, and faced Jack once more. Jack was too busy checking his phone to have seen what just transpired. The woman followed Sam’s gaze all the way to Jack.

      “Hey!” she shouted to Jack.

      Jack looked up and saw the damp woman staring back at him. He offered her a smile before receiving a face full of vodka lemonade.

      Jack gave Sam a wet, helpless look. Sam simply shrugged and shook his head at Jack, feigning surprise. Jack turned to see the woman talking to a group of large men in rugby uniforms and pointing at the pair.

      “Sam...” began Jack.

      But Sam was already gone.

      The rugby players started towards Jack, and seeing little alternative, Jack ran, pushing his way through the dancing crowd to follow Sam.

      “I didn’t even do anything!” yelped Jack, to no avail as the hulking group charged after him.

      Sam battled through the crowds until he was spat out beside the bar. He was nearly free; the path was clear, yet something made Sam stop dead in his tracks. He froze to the spot, staring at the bar with his mouth ajar as he saw something impossible behind it.

      Sam saw himself.

      A second Sam Higgs.

      This other Sam was identical to him in every way, except he was battered, bruised, and bleeding. Sam watched as his duplicate grabbed a bottle from the bar, and as he did, their eyes met. The club and everything around him dissolved away as Sam stared deeply into himself.

      This man wasn’t someone who simply resembled him, nor was it a drug-induced apparition. In this moment of pure clarity, Sam knew the man looking back at him was himself. He had never been more certain of anything in his life. Sam raised his arm, reaching out to himself.

      Jack continued weaving through the crowd, his spindly body contorting through every gap he found. Finally, he spotted Sam a few feet ahead. Why did he stop? He wasn’t ordering another drink at a time like this, was he?

      Jack grabbed hold of Sam for dear life. “What are you doing? We’ve got to go!”

      Sam came crashing back to reality as Jack’s terrified face filled his focus with a sickening clarity. He glanced back at the bar, but the other Sam already disappeared. What didn’t disappear; however, was the sound of footsteps beating down on the sticky linoleum like the drums of war, heralding the rugby players marching toward them. So, Jack and Sam continued running once more.

      Tonight was far from the first time Jack and Sam were forced to run for their lives. In fact, it seemed to be the one constant in Jack and Sam’s friendship. Jack long since lost count the number of times Sam dragged him into a dangerous situation before then making said situation infinitely worse, leaving them with but one option: to run.
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        * * *

      

      Take, for example, a similar incident several years prior, wherein Jack and Sam were chased from their school. Sam got on the wrong side of some children in the year above, likely having ripped them off with a scam, blamed them for a prank he pulled, or simply thrown eggs at them.

      The point being, this became such a standard part of their routine that the exact details of this race to the death were scarcely worth distinguishing from any other. All that concerned Jack at this moment was forcing his twelve-year-old legs to move faster than he ever did in P.E. lessons. Because if he didn’t, he would end today with his head stamped into the pavement until his brains shot out his ears, or at the very least have his tie peanuted to within an inch of his life.

      “Quick, split up!” shouted the twelve-year-old Sam.

      Jack intended to shout something in objection but saw his supposed best friend was already gone, having branched away down a nearby alleyway, leaving Jack to the mercy of his aggressors.

      Jack, once more left to fend for himself, continued down the street, trying to outrun their threats. Jack weaved through pedestrians and crawled through fences until the shouts finally abated.

      Jack used this moment of respite to reach into the breast pocket of his school blazer and fish out his inhaler. He closed his eyes, took two puffs, and tried to calm his breathless gasps, leaning against the cold brickwork of the narrow alley closing around him.

      He shot up as he heard the distant rhythm of school shoes against pavement, growing louder by the second. Jack couldn’t keep running. He knew he needed to find another way out of this situation. He poked his head from the alley and saw he was standing beside a derelict building with the windows boarded up.

      Jack vaguely remembered this once being a bakery, yet now it seemed abandoned. More importantly, he noticed the front door stood ajar, almost beckoning him inside, offering him sanctuary.

      He crept inside the building, shutting the door behind him without making a sound. Pressing his weight against it, he prayed no one would find him as he held his breath tight. He listened as the footsteps and shouts muted, and only when Jack was sure they were gone did he finally allow himself to breathe.

      Still unwilling to venture back out, for fear they were waiting on the other side of the door, Jack glanced around his hiding place. In front of him lay a forest of strange technology: large mirrors wired up to computers, tables covered in sci-fi knick-knacks and doo-hickeys, thick cables lining the floor among a scattering of broken glass, and strangest of all, a baby’s crib sitting in the corner. Jack noticed a faint aroma of milk and burnt metal lingering in the air.

      The gentle hum of machinery vibrated a faint tinge of worry through Jack—this wasn’t a bakery, nor was it abandoned. Whatever this place was, Jack knew he didn’t belong here, and perhaps, just maybe, it would be less dangerous to open the door and face the gang, who were likely still waiting for him. But they weren’t waiting for him. Instead, they located fresh prey and were now closing in on it.

      They found Sam down an alleyway, hiding behind some bins and an old mattress. He had nowhere to run.

      “Look at the little baby,” said the leader. “Too scared to face us, but you can’t hide anymore.”

      But that’s where they were wrong. Sam wasn’t scared, and he wasn’t hiding. He was waiting with a large metal pole he found discarded beside the bin. Sam drew it out and brandished the pole like Excalibur, planting his feet firmly on the ground. He was done running.

      “Come on, then!” yelled Sam, through a smile of bared teeth as he swung the pole in wild arches. “Come, get me!”

      Sam let out a warrior’s roar and charged toward the group, chasing them all back out of the alleyway.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the present, as the clock struck twelve, marking Jack’s birthday, the pair celebrated by clambering through the nightclub’s fire exit, and rather than finding a metal pole or hiding in an abandoned building, they simply hopped into a taxi outside the club, which Sam promised he would pay Jack back for later.

      Sam hung out the taxi window to poke his tongue out at the rugby players, leaving them in his dust. Once they blurred out of view and he sunk back in his seat, his mind returned to the self-portrait he saw behind the bar.

      Jack sat beside Sam, staring into the rear-view mirror, convinced they might still somehow catch up with them. He glimpsed his birthday badge glistening in the mirror and tore it from his shirt, dropping it beneath his feet.

      The taxi continued, rocking Sam gently to sleep, leaving him to dream about the identity of his impersonator, blissfully unaware of the terrible fate his other self now ensured.
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      The following morning, Jack awoke in his bed in the small student house he and Sam rented together and was pleasantly surprised to find he survived the night. Jack showered, brushed his teeth, fifty brushes on each side, and got dressed in his neatly ironed shirt, trousers and socks before scooping up his wallet and keys from his perfectly organized desk.

      Jack’s rigid morning routine brought him downstairs, whereupon, reaching the bottom step, Jack checked his wallet and keys and fetched the thick bundle of letters wedged in the post flap. Each envelope was oppressively white and official. The lack of any brightly coloured envelopes came to Jack as a relief. Today is just another ordinary day, he told himself as he ventured into the kitchen.

      The first thing that hit Jack was the unmistakable stench of alcohol turning to vinegar in the stale air. On the floor, Jack found Sam leaning against the cupboards, draped in a blanket, and hugging a washing-up bowl to his face. Today was indeed just another ordinary day.

      “Happy Birthday,” murmured Sam into the bowl, forcing a level of enthusiasm which Jack didn’t meet.

      “Rent overdue, utilities overdue, that polar bear you adopted, overdue,” said Jack, waving the letters before Sam’s eyes.

      Sam didn’t reply, busy trying to force down the vomit sneaking its way up his throat. Jack dropped the letters onto the kitchen table and walked to where Sam had balled himself. “Could you move? I need to get to the cereal.”

      Sam tried to shuffle over, but the small amount of movement posed too much for him, and he resumed dry heaving into the plastic bowl.

      Jack sighed and leaned over Sam to retrieve the cereal box from the cupboard.

      “I think my dealer gave me some bad cocaine last night,” choked Sam between retches.

      “All cocaine is bad cocaine, Sam. It’s cocaine, not a sandwich or a piece of fruit. It’s cocaine. You spent money that could have gone towards rent on cocaine.”

      “Please stop saying cocaine,” muttered Sam. “You don’t understand. I saw some weird stuff last night. I saw myself-”

      “Oh, we all saw you,” interrupted Jack, barely containing his irritation. “I saw you, those guys who wanted to kick our teeth in. They got a good look at you.”

      “But it was another me. What if he’s out there ruining my good name?”

      “You appear to be doing a pretty good job of that yourself.”

      “What if it was a clone?”

      “What if you were on drugs?” mused Jack with a generous pinch of sarcasm.

      Jack opened the fridge and found the milk wasn’t in its usual spot. He scanned the refrigerator’s shelves, past the Chinese food coated in mold, the crumpled pizza boxes, and the pile of black goo too far gone for Jack to even identify, but there was no milk. Jack slammed the fridge door shut and turned to Sam, finding the milk carton crumpled by his side.

      “You drank all my milk?” complained Jack.

      “Ah, yeah, I thought it would flush out the toxins, but I think it’s only making it curdle,” said Sam, hugging the bowl closer to his face. “I’ll make it up to you tonight. I’ve got you the best birthday present ever.”

      The lid holding in the last vestiges of Jack’s contempt and rage for Sam’s infinite list of petty annoyances buckled.

      “I don’t want anything for my birthday. I don’t even want to celebrate my birthday. Why don’t you, instead, pay the £20 you owe Bernard the polar bear?!” argued Jack through a mouthful of dry cereal.

      He couldn’t deal with any more of Sam’s nonsense today and ate breakfast in his room, checking his wallet and keys once more on his way back upstairs.

      Jack choked down the last of his cornflakes as he prepared for the day’s classes. Of course, Jack had already gone through the background reading for it twice, as well as some research of his own.

      Still, he propped his copy of The Fundamentals of Quantum Mechanics and Astrophysics - Tenth edition open on his lap to peruse through one last time.
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      “Why is time travel impossible?” Dr Li pondered aloud to an uninterested class.

      Dr Li stood behind a well-worn desk at the front of his science lab, a man who may have been 60 or 160 years old. He had a timeless quality to his old age, like a less jolly Father Christmas. His long white beard hung beneath sunken eyes and their many bags, filled with all the things he witnessed but dared not speak of. There was an heir of importance in the way he moved and a calm wisdom in each word he spoke. Unfortunately, this didn’t translate to the attention of his class.

      “I said, why is time travel impossible?” repeated Dr Li, surveying the rows of lab benches lined with students blankly staring off in every direction but his.

      “You.” Dr Li pointed his whiteboard marker at a young man whose eyes fluttered as his head slumped. He shot bolt upright, suddenly very awake.

      “Because you can’t travel faster than the speed of light?” he guessed.

      Dr Li threw his pen at the young man, narrowly missing his head.

      “Wrong,” he announced. “Trick question, time travel is very possible.”

      Dr Li pulled out a spare pen from the deep pockets of his stained lab coat and walked over to the whiteboard behind his desk, writing E=MC^2 in big, thick letters.

      “The most famous equation in all of physics. It states that nothing can travel faster than the speed of light because the energy required would have to be infinite. However, there is one thing to which this rule doesn’t apply.”

      Dr Li pointed his pen at a woman staring down towards her lap at a lazily concealed phone. Her head darted upwards as she tried to recall what was just said.

      “Neutrinos?” she guessed.

      Dr Li again threw his pen. This one hit a lab bench and bounced onto the floor by the woman’s feet.

      “Wrong. The correct answer is worms. And they do so using wormholes.” Dr Li picked up an apple that was slowly rotting on his desk for the past few days.

      “Imagine the skin of this apple is the universe. Now, a wormhole allows you to pass from one part of space to another.”

      Grabbing another pen from his pocket, he dug the pen through the apple. It lodged a few centimetres deep. The apple seemed to provide more resistance than Dr Li hoped for. He jammed it against the desk, drilling the pen in further until finally, the pen popped out the other side of the apple.

      “This allows worms to take shortcuts to wherever their little wormy heart desires, faster than the speed of light,” continued Dr Li, apple juice dripping down his arm. “The only problem with this is wormholes are tiny, too small for even the most microscopic worm to wriggle through. So how can we make one bigger?”

      He pulled out his apple-soaked pen and pointed it at the one student in his class who had been attentively listening to him ramble on for the past hour and forty minutes.

      “Um, well...” stammered Jack.

      “Come on, I’m running out of pens.”

      Dr Li shot Jack the slightest hint of a wink, imperceptible to anyone else. It gave Jack the floor, telling him to show this lot how it’s done.

      “Gravitational pull?” said Jack.

      He still couldn’t help but flinch a little, worrying this was a trick question and a pen might still come his way. But none came.

      “Ding. You’d need a hell of a lot of gravity. Thankfully, cosmic strings are chock-full of the stuff. So if you harness a few cosmic strings and use them to crowbar open a wormhole around you, then, well, you could go anywhere.” Dr Li threw his apple onto the ground, smashing it and sending apple shards flying across the room. “Or destroy the universe.”

      Dr Li continued his lecture, making tangents about time dilation one moment and the best way to grow an apricot tree the next, as though haphazardly flicking through an encyclopedia. Yet somehow, Dr Li seemed an expert in every aspect of everything.

      An impossible amount of knowledge crammed into one man. No matter the subject, Jack sat enthralled, hanging off Dr Li’s every word, and as he spoke, Jack’s mind returned to the abandoned bakery, his secret sanctuary on the day he hid from the wrath of the older boys out for blood.
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        * * *

      

      He should’ve left. He should’ve turned around and walked out the door. No one would’ve even known he was ever there. The coast was almost certainly clear by now. Yet Jack remained. Maybe he would stay here just a moment longer, he supposed. What would be the harm in being doubly triply sure they were gone? Where was this place he’d found himself, anyway? He decided it couldn’t hurt to take a quick look around.

      Jack wandered over to a desk covered in peculiar metal objects and picked one up to inspect it. He noticed a trigger and a handle at one end and a few screws, and a staple stuck to the other end. He picked them off and held the device out in front of him as though it were a gun and he was taking down a supervillain.

      “Hello,” uttered a voice from behind Jack.

      Jack froze as fear grabbed hold. Maybe if he didn’t turn around, he could simply pretend he imagined it. But he wasn’t so lucky, and the owner of the voice grew closer until Jack sensed their warm breath on the back of his neck.

      “Well, well, well, caught you red-handed.”

      How Jack wished he had left when he had the chance.

      With a gulp, Jack turned to meet his fate. “Please don’t call the police or...or murder me.”

      Jack looked up into the eyes of the man who would surely tie him up and experiment on him for the rest of his rapidly expiring life. Two big bushy white eyebrows above eyes haunted by time. A man we know of as Dr Li, but for Jack, back then, this man was a stranger who spelt nothing but death.

      “Are you threatening me with that thing?” he asked.

      Jack glanced down, noticed he was still holding his pretend gun out in front of him, and quickly hid it behind his back.

      “No,” answered Jack.

      “I bet you don’t even know what that is,” said Dr Li.

      Jack wasn’t sure if he should answer, although perhaps if he guessed correctly, this man might let him go, like some macabre game show. Unlikely, but what other choice did he have? He slowly brought the device back from behind him and inspected its smooth exterior.

      “It’s a magnet, I- I think.”

      “Hmm, that’s right,” mused Dr Li, almost impressed. He thought for a moment before continuing. “You know, people are magnetic too, just a little, thanks to the iron in your blood. Do you understand?”

      Jack nodded, still confused, still terrified.

      “Which means if someone could build a strong enough electromagnet, they could do this.”

      Dr Li flicked a nearby switch, and a giant metal slab behind Jack burst into life, lighting up and whirring like a miniature helicopter. Dr Li cranked up a dial, and Jack suddenly felt something tugging at him—not at any individual part of him, but pulling at all of him, everywhere, and it was getting stronger. Jack tried to pull away but couldn’t escape its magnetic pull, like a torrential wind trying to force him back. He tried to take a step forward but found his legs wouldn’t budge, trapped in the magnetic field of the whirring black slab.

      Pieces of metal whizzed past him and slammed into it in a percussion of screeching hail. The device he was holding furiously wrestled itself from his fingers and flew away behind him, but Jack forced his feet into the ground, refusing to be dragged any closer to the jaws of this terrifying thing. He desperately tried to press on, straining through gritted teeth, but barely moved his foot a single inch.

      Dr Li stepped towards Jack, remaining just out of the magnet’s reach. “Now, what to do with a thief?” he pondered aloud.

      “Please don’t call the police. Miss Parker can’t find out about this.”

      “Miss Parker?” asked Dr Li.

      “She runs the foster home, please, mister. I really didn’t mean to touch your things or even be in here. There were these bullies, and they were picking on me, so Sam put a squirrel into one of their lockers.”

      Dr Li wasn’t faintly interested in Jack’s excuses, for he was already formulating a much grander plan for his intruder. He picked up a long, rusted wand from a nearby shelf and presented it to Jack.

      “Now, do you know how to use one of these?”

      “That’s a soldering iron,” said Jack, his eyes struggling to focus as the blood rushed to the back of his head. “At school, we once… watched someone use one.”

      “Good enough. I need an assistant. You help me out around here, and I don’t tell anyone about you trying to steal from me. Deal?”

      Jack didn’t reply, still far too scared, still trying to run free of the magnetic treadmill. Who was this man? What was he going to have Jack do for him? Could he even trust him? That last question would linger in his mind for years to come.

      “Deal?” repeated Dr Li, more sternly this time.

      The magnetic storm was growing by the second, leaving Jack dizzy, lightheaded and powerless to resist this stranger’s offer.

      “D-d-deal,” stuttered Jack.

      Dr Li held out his hand to Jack. “I’m Dr Li.”

      Jack tried to pull his arm free but was unable to do so.

      “Oh, right.” Dr Li quickly ran back over to the switch and flicked it off.

      The magnetic field trapping Jack dissipated immediately, and Jack fell to his knees as metal rained down behind him. Dr Li stepped over to Jack, arm extended once more.

      Jack grabbed the strange man’s wrinkled and callused hand and, with a slight hesitation in his voice, introduced himself.

      “I’m Jack Phoenix.”
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        * * *

      

      “…and I expect chapter 18 to be read and fully understood before I next see you.” Dr Li sat down behind his desk with a resigned sigh and watched as the students shuffled out, all except one.

      “Jack, lock the door. I want to show you something,” said Dr Li once they were alone.

      Jack looked up from the notes he was still frantically jotting down, beamed a smile, and hurried to the door, twisting his key into the lock.

      Dr Li pulled out the drawer of his desk. Inside was a keypad and nothing else. He punched a few numbers into the keypad, which made a small joyful ding. Then, the whiteboard behind Dr Li, covered in a collection of notes and stubborn smudges, slid upwards, revealing a concealed room behind—a room filled with computers, mirrors, miniature hadron colliders, and shelves full of half-completed inventions.

      Everything Jack had first set his eyes upon in that bakery years earlier, and much more, was right here, distilled into this small, secluded room.

      Dr Li walked over to one of the middle shelves and removed a rectangular device with a screen about the size of a mobile phone.

      “Close your eyes and hold out your hands,” said Dr Li as he booted up his newest invention.

      Jack did so diligently, shutting his eyes tightly as he presented his cupped hands, ready to receive.

      “Ow,” recoiled Jack, peering down at his stinging palm, a speck of blood growing from its centre.

      He turned to Dr Li, who was holding a long pin, the tip now coloured deep red.

      “What was that for?”

      “For this,” replied Dr Li as he jammed the pin into a slot on the side of his device.

      It burst into life and on its screen was a map with a small blinking dot marking Jack’s current location. Dr Li held the device out to Jack, letting him get a good look.

      “What is it? A phone?”

      “It’s a locator; all you need is a drop of blood, and it can track precisely that person’s location. When I’ve finished building it, it’ll be all yours. Call it a birthday present.”

      “Really?” beamed Jack, whilst he was usually opposed to anything birthday-related.

      This was an exception. His mind raced with all the uses a device like this could have, like catching criminals and finding people who’ve gone missing. But best of all, it could stop Sam from running off.

      “Anywhere you go, it’ll continue to track your location,” said Dr Li, pointing to the centre of the map.

      Dr Li began to explain how the locator worked and how blood held what he called a ‘locality signature’ based on the type of oxygen molecule bound by someone’s haemoglobin proteins. But Jack’s concentration waned, and his attention turned, as it always did, to the small object in the centre of the room. Nestled in a woven tapestry of wires the device sat made of wood and glass, and glowing with a pulsating blue hue as though it were alive.

      Dr Li continued to talk about how he needed to stop blood platelets from clogging, and Jack tried his hardest to pay attention, but he couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      “Is it ready yet?” blurted Jack.

      Dr Li snapped out of his explanatory trance and glanced over at the shelf to where Jack was pointing.

      “Nearly.”

      Jack reached out to hold his favourite piece in Dr Li’s museum, hoping to see what progress was made with it, but as he touched its wooden surface, a static electric flicker jumped from the machine, shocking him. Jack recoiled back. The last few minutes hadn’t been the best for his hand.

      As he glanced back, Jack noticed the small blight of electricity had done something to the machine, as though he tickled it awake. The ancient wooden machine held a glass dome at one end, and within the glass dome lay a miniature antique clock face.

      The hands of the clock face twitched, and blue sparks flitted around the glass dome like an angry snow globe, plotting an escape.

      “You said that yesterday and the day before, and the day before that,” whined Jack.

      “We’ll get there. You just need to be patient.”

      “Can’t we just test it? Only a few seconds, barely even noticeable.”

      “Soon,” promised Dr Li with an assuring wink. “Now, go, enjoy your birthday. I need to finish up on the locator, anyway- I wonder if a graphene tube might help the blood distribute more evenly...” Dr Li continued his thought, scarcely noticing as Jack left.

      Jack wandered through the university, his mind still fixated on the tiny wooden device and all the impossible possibilities it held within.

      “Soon…” Jack repeated.

      Soon the time machine would finally be ready.
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      Sam made it to his coding seminar, having barely arrived on time. Well, twenty minutes late is still relatively on time, he figured. They expect you to be a little late.

      Still feeling the full retribution of the previous night, Sam slumped into the only remaining seat and hid behind his laptop. The room was bright, thanks to its white walls, abundance of lightbulbs and, worst of all, the enormous glass wall through which the sun beamed directly onto Sam, cooking him like an ant under a magnifying glass.

      A middle-aged man stood at the front of the class. His name was Greg…Sam was like 90% sure of that. Of course, he couldn’t be 100% sure. The guy mentioned it on the first day of term and expected everyone to remember it. There was probably a last name too, but Sam did than his part in retaining the Greg bit.

      The few remaining strands of hair on Greg’s head were combed tightly over his shiny scalp, fooling nobody, and his large round glasses slid down his nose as the dull sound of his dull voice dragged on about boring, dull stuff, making it impossible for Sam to overcome the throbbing in his head and keep his eyes open.

      “People say HTML5 is a lot like a fine wine...” Greg prattled on.

      Sam sensed himself going, his eyes closed as he rested his head on his laptop keyboard.

      Greg continued, the white noise of his voice growing louder until a hand slammed down on the desk beside Sam’s head.

      Sam’s eyes popped open. “Alright?” he murmured, trying to focus on the blurry lecturer standing above him.

      “Were you sleeping?” accused Greg unjustly.

      “Pfft me? I can do this class with my eyes closed, so that’s just what I was doing.” reasoned Sam.

      “He was asleep,” corrected the voice beside him, and with that, every muscle in Sam’s body tensed into a knot. This was the sound of Amir, a huge nerd with an annoying nasal voice which sounded like fingernails scraping across your brain.

      Amir shot Sam a snide glare as he straightened the pompous little bow tie around his neck. Amir stood opposed to Sam in every single way and took every opportunity to get Sam in trouble, and right now, was no exception. “And he’s been playing Minesweeper.”

      “Shut up, Amir. No, I wasn’t,” retorted Sam.

      “It’s on his screen right now,” continued Amir’s unrelenting tirade of slander.

      “What is this? A witch hunt? Let’s just get back to computing and-” Sam uttered an involuntary burp. A gurgle of boozy, milky air crept past his lips amid all the stress of these allegations.

      Greg’s nose twitched as it hit him, his face contorting in disgust. “Are you drunk?”

      “Am I…?”

      “Drunk, you smell strongly of alcohol. You reek of it.”

      “Well, I… I’m not newly drunk, if that’s what you mean.” Sam didn’t need this today. He shouldn’t be on trial here.

      No one was having a go at Amir for snitching, but they were all ready to jump on Sam at the first opportunity for being the tiniest bit hungover. It’s not like he was drunk now. Admittedly, he was a little tipsy as he had a couple shots before heading into the seminar, but that’s because it’s a proven hangover cure and might’ve helped soak up the toxins from the rotten milk.

      The truth was that everyone was clearly jealous that Sam was cool enough to go out drinking instead of staying in his room all day on his computer ‘working’ like the rest of them.

      It didn’t matter. Sam knew a way out of this, a sure-fire solution which had never and would never fail. He raised his hand, momentarily holding it in front of Greg’s face before snapping his fingers.

      “And sleep,” commanded Sam.

      The world froze, a hundred eyes on Sam, but not in the way he’d hoped.

      Sam rose from his desk, closed his laptop, and walked out the door. Or at least, that was Sam’s intention. Unfortunately, he forgot to unplug his laptop charger in his haste, and Sam made it only a few steps before the wire snagged tight, sending him tumbling backwards into a crumpled heap.

      Sam shot back up like a game of whack-a-mole, hoping to play it off as though he intended to trip, and it was all part of his rebellion. He yanked out the charger, dusted himself off, and once he was back on his feet, Sam’s eyes met Amir’s, his pretentious smile growing by the second, soaking up every drop of Sam’s humiliation.

      Amir may have had the upper hand, but Sam had hands too, hands which he used to shove all of Amir’s neatly arranged possessions off his desk, sending pens, notebooks and his laptop clattering to the floor. He had it coming for a while.

      Sam stood momentarily, deciding what his next move would be. Everyone in the room stared at him in stunned silence. Sam told himself it was a combination of awe and admiration, but couldn’t quite make the idea stick. In the epicentre of it all, peering at Sam through a pair of half-moon glasses, was Greg, who was decidedly not awestruck by Sam’s actions and boiling over in an explosive shade of red.

      Eager to get away from the blast radius, Sam decided his best option, as always, was to run. He fired off through the door, running out along the enormous glass wall as he continued up the path alongside the seminar room. Pausing, he took a moment to catch his breath, and felt the milky cocktail of regret sloshing around his stomach. Sam choked it down, leaning against the large pane of glass to keep himself upright.

      Through the glass, Sam noticed everyone still staring at him, rows and rows of students, but it wasn’t awe or admiration. The sting of second-hand embarrassment was etched across their faces, clear as could be. With all his might, Sam willed himself not to throw up, refusing to let the last shreds of his dignity slip through his fingers.

      Sam turned around to march down the path away from the classroom, off into the sunset, like some cool action hero who didn’t even need their stupid coding seminar. Sam managed a single step before his knee buckled, and he doubled over, clutching his stomach as he dry heaved against the pavement.

      “Should we-” began Amir.

      “Back to work,” corrected Greg.
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      Jack walked along the cobblestone path of the church courtyard as he so often did, his feet tapping out a steady, melancholic rhythm, which echoed through the stillness of the winter afternoon. Stubborn patches of white coalesced on either side of the path, bathed in a mosaic of reds and oranges from the church’s windows.

      A large iron fence with twisted peaks towered over Jack, casting long striated shadows across him. The fence’s original green hue was evident only in the occasional remaining fleck of paint. The rest of the paint fell free long ago, giving way to shades of rust beneath.

      Jack held a bunch of daffodils under his coat, doing his best to shield them from the cold. His mother always loved daffodils. He didn’t know what flowers his dad liked or if he even cared for flowers at all. Too late to ask now, he supposed.

      As Jack continued along the path, he passed the regulars he’d become acquainted with over the years. There was Richard Flint, a loving father taken too soon, and Audrey Short, whose life was cut short, not that the inscription took advantage of that obvious pun, which Jack always thought was a missed opportunity.

      Soon, Jack reached the rows of stones too old to be deciphered, their engravings worn away with time, no flowers left for them, just lichens and moss consuming the small monuments with no one left to remember.

      Each simple stone was likely the only surviving memento to prove someone once laughed so hard they couldn’t breathe, burnt the roof of their mouth on a hot piece of food, spent ages getting ready to impress someone they fancied, or lived at all.

      Finally, Jack laid eyes upon the one he came for—a simple gravestone, nothing too fancy, and peppered with a fine layer of frost. Jack removed the still-fresh daffodils he brought here yesterday and replaced them with today’s daffodils. He sprayed the flowers, as he always did, with a nutrient broth Dr Li helped him create, one which would keep the flowers fresh for months before patting the top of the gravestone.

      On the stone, still legible, as Jack often took a toothbrush to ensure this, read: ‘Gary Phoenix and his loving wife, Geraldine Phoenix.’ Beneath this was the death date ‘February 12th, 2013’, the one date shared between the pair. Jack walked to the foot of the grave, brushing some wet leaves away as he sat cross-legged.

      “It’s my birthday today. I’m twenty now,” said Jack. “Which also means it’s been twelve years since…”

      Jack struggled to find the words. His mouth turned dry, and his eyes wet. He didn’t want to remember the specifics. He wasn’t sure he even could, so he simply gestured towards the grave.

      “This…Which I still haven’t forgiven you for. Any day you could’ve picked to go, and you picked my birthday. Although, I suppose it wasn’t your choice. I miss you, is all. I miss those trips to France we used to take. I even miss it when you argued. I just miss you being here. I’ve got Dr Li and Sam, but they’re not you. I hope wherever you both are, you’re happy.”

      Jack remembered when he first visited their grave with his grandmother. She took Jack in after all the unpleasantness. Jack remembered how his grandmother would pick him up from school each day, waiting by the gates with a bag of chocolate stars and a small carton of blackcurrant juice.

      Jack never once saw the smile fade from her lips, but would sometimes hear her soft cries late at night when she thought he was sleeping. Losing her daughter and son-in-law soon proved too much for her, and then Jack was alone once more. He spent the following few years moving from foster home to foster family, never chosen properly.

      “You’re too quiet and shy,” the care workers would tell him. “You need to make an impression if you want to find a new mommy and daddy.”

      Jack didn’t want a new mommy and daddy, he only wanted his old ones back, so Jack began running away. Not that it would ever take long for him to be found, as he always ran to the same place, the place where he now sat.

      Later on, there became a second place he ran to. The old bakery in which Dr Li set up a tiny refuge from the world.
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      One night, Jack was running from whichever foster family he was with that week, the tears on his red cheeks drowned out by the rain. He climbed in through the window of the bakery and padded through the lab, leaving small puddles with every step.

      It was long past midnight, and Jack was sure Dr Li would be at home asleep by now, but it didn’t matter. Jack would easily find something to occupy his time until he returned.

      While perusing the lab to see what new trinkets he might find, something curious caught his eye, nestled amongst an overgrown tapestry of wires on Dr Li’s desk. A strange wooden object, with a cracked glass dome at one end housing a clock face, the hands of which had broken free and rattled around like the beads of a maraca.

      Along the centre of its wooden shell was a brass panel left open on its hinges, exposing even more wires and several burnt-out circuits. Below this panel were three small LEDs, each one dark and dead. Next to the device, Jack spotted a book, an ancient leather-bound tome which, when Jack lifted the front cover, was quickly slammed shut in his face.

      “What are you doing with that?” asked Dr Li.

      “Nothing, I- I just found it,” stammered Jack.

      “Promise me, right now, you will never, ever look in this book,” said Dr Li, his voice stern and urgent.

      “Ok. I promise,” said Jack, before his curiosity once more grabbed the wheel. “Why? What’s inside it?”

      Dr Li leaned in close so no one else in the empty lab might hear and whispered, “Instructions on how to use this.” He handed Jack the strange wooden object with its cracked glass dome.

      “What is it?” whispered Jack.

      “A time machine.”

      Now, anyone else would’ve surely scoffed at the idea. But not Jack, for Jack’s eyes were already open to the wonder and possibilities contained within this strange place. He’d become accustomed to the inventions and technology that defied all logic and reason, and now, best of all, it was home to a real time machine…

      “Or it was...before I broke it,” continued Dr Li. “You could help me fix it if you’d like, but the book stays off-limits, ok?”

      “Ok.” promised Jack, unable to pull his eyes from the device.

      Dr Li taught Jack everything there was to know about time and the fourth dimension. Of the teachers, therapists and social workers of Jack’s youth, none spoke with as much conviction as Dr Li. He talked to Jack in a way no other adult did, without a hint of pity or condescension. He spoke to Jack as an equal, which caused Jack to aspire to be so.

      Dr Li often talked at incredible length with incredible speed about the impossible. Time travel became just another idea to add to the pile, pitched without ceremony and discussed as though it were more commonplace than brushing your teeth. Not that all of it made sense to Jack, or much of it at all, for that matter. Dr Li may have been a genius, but he was still ill-equipped to explain the nuances of quantum mechanics to a twelve-year-old.

      Jack believed every word which came out of Dr Li’s mouth. He heard many lies from many adults growing up.

      “You’ll get through this.”

      “Everything happens for a reason.”

      “I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

      Jack saw through each of those lies with ease, but he never doubted the honesty behind Dr Li’s words.

      Time travel. The idea resonated with Jack at once. Jack had a bone to pick with the past. He and it didn’t depart on the best terms, and now Jack might just have a ticket back. He was familiar with the concept from movies and books, but never viewed it as anything more than fantasy. But there it was, with equipment and theories and formulas.

      Intrigue rapidly transformed into an obsession, and Jack devoted his teenage years to immersing himself in the subject, assisting Dr Li in his research whenever possible.

      At night, as Jack lay in bed, he imagined what he would do with the time machine. He would use it to right the wrongs of the past and retrieve what the world so cruelly took from him and refused to give back. Even if it was all a lie, just a quaint story to calm a young boy’s tears, it was a good lie and one that Jack, more than anything, wished to believe.

      Soon, Jack would take up residence in the impossible. The paperwork was finalized, and Dr Li became Jack’s legal guardian. No more foster families or overcrowded orphanages.

      Dr Li sold the old bakery, got a position teaching at a university and bought a cottage down a quiet country road for him and Jack to live in, secluded, peaceful, and safe from the harsh world beyond.

      On weekends, Dr Li would escort Jack to the graveyard and wait while Jack cried and talked and cried some more.

      When Jack turned 18, he received a full scholarship to the university Dr Li worked at, not that it mattered too much, as Jack already spent all his free time there. When Jack told Sam he was going to university, Sam immediately put in his application, telling Jack how much fun they would have together as university was just one big party.

      Sam picked a degree in computer science as, in his own words, “I can already use a computer. What more do I really need to know?”
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      Jack sat by the grave for nearly an hour, telling his parents about how his university course was going, how Sam almost got them both killed, how Dr Li made him a locator for his birthday, how the time machine was nearly ready and how he would see them again soon.

      Jack eventually got up from his spot as the first few spits of rain fell. He kissed the side of the grave and picked up the old flowers as he left, before placing them in front of one of the ancient graves, cracked, illegible and washed away with time.

      He would remember them if no one else could.
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      Dr Li sat at his desk, filling the empty lab with the sounds of scraping metal and the hiss of electricity as he worked on the locator. The fumes of the molten solder were getting to him. He leaned back in his chair, deciding a break was in order.

      He ran his hand along the drawers of a cabinet behind him, finding the one at the bottom he seldom visited, containing only a box of cigarettes and a lighter. It was decades since he last smoked, yet he always kept a pack within reach in case of emergencies.

      As Dr Li stared up at the clock on the other side of the room, he knew this was indeed an emergency. He popped a cigarette in his mouth, lit it, and inhaled deeply, closing his eyes and enjoying his last moment of peace.

      As Dr Li’s respite began, a knock at the door interrupted him. Sighing and hiding the cigarette behind his back, he thumbed a button on the keypad in his desk drawer. The whiteboard behind him descended into position, concealing its secrets once more.

      “Come in.”

      The door flew open as his visitors entered the class. There were three of them, a girl and two boys, each dressed in hoodies, t-shirts, and jeans. There was nothing noteworthy about them whatsoever, indistinguishable from anyone else walking the halls, but then, that was the point.

      The trio strode to the front of the class, their movements synchronized like soldiers to battle.

      “Where is it?” demanded the girl.

      “Where’s what?” replied Dr Li. “You’re going to need to be more specific.”

      “The time machine.”

      “Oh, that.” Dr Li returned the cigarette to his mouth and drew another breath.

      He approached the trio of students. Their eyes followed him in perfect unison, an almost inhuman quality to their uniformity.

      “What was it? Told they were ecstasy tablets? Thought you’d have a crazy night? That it? Or hell, maybe he’s just putting it in the water now,” mused Dr Li, looking them over.

      He realized it was recent, still relatively fresh. Perhaps it hadn’t fully taken effect yet. Wishful thinking, he supposed. Here they were. They knew who he was. They were already long gone.

      Dr Li walked towards the door, flicking a few yellow gas taps on the wooden benches along the way and directing them towards the students. They silently filled the room with the sharp smell of noxious fumes, yet the strong odour went unnoticed by the watchful eyes of the three students, each one focused solely on Dr Li.

      “He sent you, did he?” asked Dr Li.

      This, too, was met with silence. His questions were pointless. Dr Li knew who they were, what they were and why they were there, as this was far from the first time. He thought he would be numb to it by now, yet he sensed the pulse in his neck quicken and every fibre in his body tense. Dr Li continued to talk, hoping to drown out the sound of his own fear.

      “Of course he did,” said Dr Li, answering for them. He pulled on the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. “Locked it, very sensible.”

      He stood before them, staring into the three sets of vacant pupils.

      “Well, it’s not here. More importantly, it’s not anywhere. Time travel’s not possible,” concluded Dr Li with a dismissive shrug.

      The three students stopped looking at Dr Li for the first time since arriving and turned their gaze towards the whiteboard. Among the scribblings and equations written in big capital letters were the words ‘TIME TRAVEL IS POSSIBLE.’

      Dr Li glanced over at the whiteboard and offered a small, defeated laugh.

      “That’s just…” Dr Li couldn’t find the words. Luckily for him, he didn’t have to, as the three students stepped forward, surrounding him.

      “Ok,” sighed Dr Li, accepting the inevitable.

      He took one last puff of his cigarette and flicked it towards the gas taps. A huge fireball engulfed the female student, who was unfortunate enough to be standing in their direct line of sight. A thick wave of heat rippled through the classroom as the flames devoured her.

      The two male students charged toward Dr Li. But Dr Li, already one step ahead, snatched a tray from a workbench. He smacked it into the face of one boy and frisbee’d it at the other.

      The tray spun through the air before slicing the side of his face. A steady stream of scarlet ran down his neck. It wouldn’t be enough to stop them, and with little concern for Dr Li’s onslaught, the two boys continued their approach. The first motioned to punch Dr Li in the face, but Dr Li ducked back, dodging the fist before smacking it down onto the lab bench.

      Dr Li reached out, his fingers closing around the smooth neck of a glass flask, and he wasted no time shattering it into the boy’s head, right above the temple. Shards of glass fired out across the room, and the boy stumbled backwards, dazed. Dr Li seized the opening and charged into him with all his weight.

      The boy tripped back into the other as they tumbled to the ground. Dr Li now had the upper hand, or boot in this case, as he stamped it down onto them. Over and over, digging his heal in, hoping against hope it might be enough to incapacitate their unwavering resolve.

      An interesting quirk about Dr Li’s would-be assailants was how they didn’t scream in pain or shout in anger. They remained silent throughout the ordeal. They felt pain; Dr Li was sure of it, but it was as though they physically could not react to it. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the female student who, lest we forget, was still on fire.

      The flames chewed away at her flesh like
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