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The Accidental Time Machine


Felix Frost put down the soldering iron and whipped off his fireproof gloves. He pushed his safety goggles up over his mop of shaggy brown hair. Wafting away the last wisps of black smoke in the air, he inspected his new invention with pride.


Felix beamed. This bad boy is going to catapult mankind into the next scientific age.


Six years in the making and it was finally finished.


The teleporter.


Felix’s pet chameleon, Einstein, poked his head out of Felix’s trouser pocket cautiously. Einstein looked at the teleporter and then up at Felix, who was grinning like a mad clown. The lizard’s scales shimmered a deep shade of orange. ‘There’s no need to tell me you’re worried, Einstein,’ Felix sighed. ‘I’m ninety-nine point nine per cent positive this will work. I’ve done the maths, remember?’


Einstein looked around Felix’s small bedroom. Felix followed his gaze. His bookshelves bowed under the weight of advanced physics textbooks and scientific journals. His extensive rock collection was lined up on the top shelf (he’d been fascinated with basic crystal structure since he was five years old). A homemade telescope Felix had used to discover a new planet rested in a corner of the room, and a new species of mould he’d been cultivating in a specimen jar sat by the side of his bed.


That manky mould is going to blast chicken pox into the history books. I just need to put it to the test . . .


The walls were covered in mathematical equations, some of them so old they’d been written in crayon – before Felix had even started school. On the wall next to his bed, Felix had written the dictionary definition of teleportation. It was the first thing he saw every morning when he woke up.
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One minute you’re standing in the kitchen and then, ZAP, suddenly you appear on a sunny beach in Spain – that’s teleporting.


‘People have been teleporting in science fiction since forever ago,’ Felix reminded Einstein. ‘Harry Potter apparates and disapparates. Dr Who does it, the Power Rangers do it, the weird-looking guys in Star Trek, Stargate and X-Men – they’ve all done it. And now I’m going to do it too!’


Einstein raised a scaly eyebrow.


‘If it’s possible in a sci-fi film then it’s possible in real life,’ Felix said. ‘Remember the time I made a scale model of the Death Star and levitated it around the room using quantum mechanics and gamma rays?’


Einstein rolled his eyes.


Felix Frost = child genius.


Actually, Felix Frost = secret child genius.


When Felix was three years old he made the mistake of explaining Newton’s law of universal gravitation to Missy Six – a girl in his nursery class. She’d jumped off a table, trying to fly. Missy had been taken to hospital with a fractured arm and Felix had been taken to a science lab and had wires attached to his head to see ‘what was wrong with him’. Felix’s mother managed to convince the scientists that Felix wasn’t a genius, that it was all a big misunderstanding. The thing was, Mum had always known her son was ‘different’, but she didn’t want everyone else knowing that. So, as she marched her three-year-old away from the men in white lab coats, she made him promise to keep his genius a secret.


‘It’s better for everyone that no one understands just how different you are, Felix,’ Mum said scornfully. ‘Do you want your brain sliced open and used for medical science? Do you want to spend your life in a cage eating nothing but cabbage? And it wouldn’t just be you – your father and I, and your brothers, we’d be on the chopping block too you know. Is that what you want, Felix, is it?’ Felix quickly shook his head, terrified. ‘No, I didn’t think so. The longer you can hide your genius, the better.’


From that day on Felix had kept his genius top secret from the world.


The only people who knew were his family.


And they were the only people in the world who could not care less.


‘Felix – tea’s ready!’ Mum bellowed through the house. ‘Felix!’


Felix jumped at the sound of his name. ‘Mum’s been cooking again?’ He shuddered at the thought. ‘In the name of evolution, if only I could invent myself new taste buds!’ Einstein leaped on to the nearby bookshelf, quickly hiding behind a well-thumbed copy of Advanced Quantum Mechanics. ‘Don’t worry, Einstein, I wasn’t going to make you eat Mum’s food too.’


Einstein peered out between the books. His scales shimmered a puke-like green. Felix had trained his pet chameleon to communicate with him by his colour.


Green = disgust


Red = danger


Yellow = happy


Blue = sad


Orange = worry


Purple = yes


Pink = no


Leaving Einstein in the bedroom, Felix headed downstairs and into the kitchen. Felix’s mum tutted at the sight of him and ruffled his hair, shaking out a fine layer of coppery dust. ‘Have you been playing with your soldering iron again, Felix?’ she asked, pushing him towards the kitchen table. ‘How many more school shirts are going to go up in flames this year?’


‘I’m not playing, Mum.’ Felix frowned. ‘I’ve invented a teleporter. Actually, I’ve just been adding the finishing touches, and after dinner I’m going to—’


‘What’s for dinner, Mum?’ Freddie and Frank burst into the kitchen. ‘I’m starving,’ they both said in unison. Like every other night of the week, Felix’s older brothers had been at football practice. And like every other night of the week, they hadn’t bothered to shower before coming home for dinner.


‘Don’t you guys ever use the super-strength stink-eradicator spray I made you?’ Felix pinched his nose at their smell. ‘If it’s run out I can easily rustle up some more. All I have to do is break down the chemical structure of normal deodorant and then rebuild the molecules with—’


‘Good football practice?’ Their dad strode into the kitchen and took his place at the top of the table. ‘Sorry I wasn’t there to watch today,’ he apologized. ‘I sat in traffic for over two hours on the way back from work. All the roads at the top of town are closed off.’


‘Why?’ Felix asked.


‘The radio said something about a body being dug up in an old woman’s garden,’ Dad mumbled.


‘WHAT?’ Felix’s mum waved a spatula about in the air in horror. ‘A body! Buried in a garden! Will we be next? Murdered in our beds and—’
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‘Calm down.’ Felix’s dad shook his head. ‘The body’s thousands of years old. Roman apparently.’


‘Who cares about some mouldy old Roman?’ Freddie frowned. ‘Guess who scored a hat trick at practice, Dad?’


Dad beamed. ‘Tell me all about it, son.’


Freddie nodded and launched into a blow-by-blow description of how he’d scored the winning goal with a single strike from the far end of the pitch, while their mum dished up brown slop on to everyone’s plates.


Why is it that I can name every element in the periodic table but I can’t think of one thing I have in common with any of my family? Felix thought, pushing a blob of brown mush around his plate. If it wasn’t for those DNA tests I ran on Mum’s and Dad’s hair then I’d be convinced I was swapped at birth.


‘I’ve got the highest goal-scoring record in the school,’ Freddie boasted, lifting another mouthful of slop to his smirking mouth.


‘I’m only one goal behind,’ Frank quickly pointed out.


‘We’re all very proud of you.’ Mum smiled.


‘Are you listening to this, Felix?’ Dad asked. ‘Maybe one day you’ll be more like your brothers.’


Felix looked down at his plate. ‘Maybe.’


After dinner Felix escaped to the sanctuary of his bedroom. He closed the door behind him and sighed deeply. ‘Sometimes I think you’re the only creature in the world who understands me,’ he said to Einstein. ‘I’ve probably got more in common with a Roman skeleton than my family.’ Felix reached into his pocket. ‘Here, I brought something for you.’


Einstein swiftly flashed a shocking shade of green.


‘Don’t worry – it isn’t the brown sludge I had to eat.’ Felix pulled out a limp lettuce leaf, and Einstein’s scales shimmered a warm yellow as he nibbled hungrily on it.


Felix turned to the teleporter and smiled.


Felix had used an old microwave to create the first part of the teleporter. He’d carefully taken the microwave apart, rewired it and replaced the internal computer with a more sophisticated engine that he’d designed himself. The microwave no longer heated food – it shot out powerful laser beams that could deconstruct the atoms in any object. Felix had removed the microwave door and angled the lasers so they shot out of the machine and hit whatever was standing in front of it.


‘Just one more thing to do before it’s time to switch on this bad boy . . .’ Felix took out his old Swiss army knife from his pocket, flicked it open and put the blade to the side of the microwave. He carved his signature on to the side.
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The same signature Felix had carved on to all his greatest scientific inventions.


Felix picked up his Yoda action figure from his bedside table. ‘Yoda,’ Felix said to his favourite childhood toy, ‘you’ve been there for all the mega moments of my life. The time I broke the speed of sound with my nuclear catapult. The time I launched my homemade rocket. The time I made radioactive slime using the contents of Mum’s cleaning cupboard. Now you get to go where no man, lizard or action figure has ever gone before.’ He carefully placed Yoda in the firing line of the old microwave’s lasers.


‘Once the laser beams hit Yoda, his atoms will blast apart and he’ll completely disappear,’ Felix reminded Einstein. ‘But a split second later, his atoms will reconstruct themselves and Yoda will pop up over here . . .’ Felix walked over to the other side of the room, where the second part of the teleporter sat. Felix had built it out of an old oven hotplate. ‘And then Yoda will have successfully teleported from one side of the room to the other.’ Felix grinned madly. ‘The time has come to make history!’


Felix looked over at Einstein, who let out a burp of appreciation as he finished the soggy lettuce leaf. ‘You’re the only one here to witness this historic moment, Einstein. Get comfortable.’ Einstein began to climb up on to a higher shelf to get a better view. Or run for cover. Felix couldn’t be sure.


Felix pulled his safety goggles down over his eyes. He picked up the old TV remote that he’d rewired to control the teleporter, and tapped in the particle wave frequency he needed: 0061.


Then he punched in the laser heat (56) and intensity (41).


His finger hovered above the green button.


Einstein took his place on the top bookshelf, among Felix’s rock collection. In the corner of his eye Felix caught a glimpse of Einstein’s scales flashing a worried orange. Determined, Felix lowered his finger towards the green button.


‘Yoda, may the force be with you.’


Einstein flinched backward, knocking into a piece of smoky quartz. As Felix pressed down on the green button, the rock tumbled from the shelf, falling directly into the path of the laser beam.


‘No! Wait!’ Felix reached out, trying to catch the rock.


But it was too late.


A blue laser shot out of the old microwave, hitting the small piece of quartz. The rock spun madly in the air, held in place by the force of the laser beam pulsing through it. The laser hummed and crackled like a light sabre, travelling through the rock and heading straight for Yoda.


Felix held his breath as the blue laser blasted Yoda.


Yoda began to fade away in front of Felix’s eyes . . .
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‘Eureka! I’ve done it!’ Felix pushed up his goggles and looked at the old oven plate on the other side of his bedroom. ‘Even though the rock got in the way of the laser it didn’t matter. Yoda’s disappeared! Wow! Bullseye! Home run! Back of the net! Check out Yoda blasting back into existence just over . . .’


But the oven plate was empty.


‘Any second now . . .’ Felix muttered in anticipation. ‘Any second . . .’


One second later . . . two seconds . . . three . . .


The seconds stretched into minutes.


Yoda didn’t reappear. He had vanished into thin air.


Felix scratched his messy brown hair. ‘Impossible. Atoms can’t just disappear. Energy can’t just disappear. Everyone knows that! Yoda must have gone somewhere . . .’


Felix ran frantically towards a set of equations scrawled over his bedroom wall. His eyes darted over them as he traced the numbers and letters with his fingers. ‘If X is divided by the square root of Y, and that is set off by the heat of the laser . . . I’m right . . . I know I am . . . this should work . . . this HAS worked. Yoda has disappeared – I just don’t know where he’s disappeared to . . . If that stupid rock hadn’t fallen down and sent Yoda spinning off who knows where . . .’


Einstein leaped off the bookshelf on to Felix’s shoulder. His scales glowed a fierce red – he knew what Felix was thinking.


‘Don’t try to stop me, Einstein,’ Felix warned his pet lizard, walking towards the piece of smoky quartz that had fallen to the ground. ‘This bit of pesky rock,’ he held it up, ‘holds the key to getting Yoda back.’ Einstein’s scales were the colour of burning coals now. ‘Just who do you think I am, Einstein?’ Felix asked, his eyes alight with adventure. ‘The kind of friend who would abandon a companion to an unknown fate? The kind of scientist who won’t stop at nothing to discover the truth? NO! I am Felix Frost! Inventor, adventurer – and I am going after him . . .’


Felix held the quartz rock in one hand and the remote control in the other. He looked down at the green button, quickly calculating the risks involved in putting himself in the line of fire:
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He weighed up the danger.


He knew the risks.


He didn’t care.


Felix tapped the wave frequency into the remote control. He pulled his safety goggles back down, took a deep breath and stood in the path of the laser beam.


‘In the name of science . . . Let’s rock ’n’ roll!’


Felix tossed the rock into the air and pressed down on the green button firmly. He held his breath as the laser beam blasted out of the microwave, hitting the rock and suspending it in mid-air.


The bright blue laser pulsed through the rock and slammed into Felix’s body with the force of a stun gun.


It was as if he had swallowed a nuclear bomb and it had detonated inside him.


Fire rushed through his veins as every part of Felix blasted apart into a billion pieces. Every hair on his head was plucked out, his skin pulling away from his bones, his bones tearing away from his muscles – every vein and tissue inside of him blasted out into the unknown.


The world around Felix melted away. The equations on his bedroom walls, his stacks of physics textbooks, the old microwave – everything that was familiar to him disappeared and his vision was flooded with darkness.


Every atom of Felix’s body began to hurtle through space and time . . .


Before Felix could formulate a single theory about what had happened, he felt every particle suddenly being squashed back together. As though he were nothing more than a human-shaped elastic band that had been stretched beyond recognition and quickly snapped back into place.


Destroyed and rebuilt in a nanosecond.


The world began to glimmer back into existence – but everything was different. Instead of his bedroom walls and unmade bed, Felix could see vast stone buildings and marble statues. Instead of the faint murmur of the TV coming from downstairs, he could hear the chatter of hundreds of people rushing past him. He could feel fresh air on his face, and smell the stench of unwashed bodies and heavy incense wafting on the breeze. What looked like a Roman centurion marched straight past him.


‘What in Newton’s name . . .’


One thing was certain. Felix was alive. And he was back in one piece.


‘Einstein,’ Felix whispered in horror, pushing his goggles up into his bird-nest hair so he could get a better look. His hands and feet stung with pins and needles as his body knitted itself back together. ‘What have I done . . .? And where in galloping galaxies have I taken us?’
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The March of the Gladiators


‘Yoda!’


With Einstein still on his shoulder, Felix sank to his hands and knees and crawled towards his trusty action figure, which had been kicked into the gutter of the dusty street. Dozens of sandal-clad feet scurried past without glancing down at the small plastic toy, which looked ridiculously out of place.


He picked up the action figure and clutched it to his thumping chest as if Yoda could somehow save him. ‘You’re OK,’ Felix muttered to the plastic object.


Where in Newton’s name am I? he quickly thought. Some kind of film set maybe?


Felix’s eyes followed a pair of filthy feet as they hurried past. A man’s feet. White material swung around his ankles, the bottom of which was covered with dirt and dust. Wow, that’s a very detailed costume . . .


The man slipped through the bustling crowd and disappeared from sight. That’s when Felix noticed that everyone around him was dressed in similar costumes. Lengths of material wrapped around their bodies, fastened with buckles and pins, some with coloured sashes worn over one shoulder. Togas, Felix realized. Romans.


Pulling himself up on wobbly legs, Felix gazed around in amazement. He was in a vast square. Colossal stone buildings surrounded him on every side, each building flanked by huge marble pillars and carved with Roman numerals and Latin words. To his right was a large statue of an important-looking man in a toga. A name was engraved on to the statue’s base: ‘NERO CLAUDIUS CAESAR AUGUSTUS GERMANICUS’.


Wow, this film set is immense . . .


Felix looked around again, expecting to see a rig of lights and film cameras, and the director sitting in a canvas chair. But all he saw were more buildings, statues and people bustling about – and a man walking towards him. He was wearing an old grey toga covered with rips and stains. By his side were two small children, their faces encrusted with dirt, their hair matted. They held out bowls in front of them, begging the people rushing past for food.


Behind them strode a man wearing metal armour over a red tunic, and a helmet with red bristles poking upward towards the sky.


Winking wormholes! That really is the best Roman centurion costume I’ve ever seen!


Felix watched as the centurion marched up to the old man and two children, and pulled a shining sword out of the sheath tied to his waist. It glinted in the sunlight.


Only a solid metal surface can reflect light that way, Felix noted. An alloy of iron and carbon maybe? Steel? That’s not a prop sword . . . it’s a real sword . . . wowsers!


‘Excuse me!’ Felix called out at the top of his voice.


The Roman centurion did a double take at Felix pushing through the crowd. He lowered his sword and the old man and two children quickly scurried away.


‘Excuse me,’ Felix said again, walking right up to the centurion. ‘Are you a main character in the film? Or just an extra? That’s an impressive sword – do you all have one?’


‘In Nero’s name, get out of here,’ the soldier snarled at Felix. ‘Or I’ll have you chained up and whipped for a week.’


‘I’m not part of the film.’ Felix shook his head. ‘I’m not meant to be here at all actually.’


The soldier stared intently at Felix. His eyes travelled up and down – studying his scuffed school shoes, his black trousers and singed school shirt, not to mention the lizard sat on his shoulder and the plastic toy clutched to his chest.
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‘Slave,’ the soldier said slowly. ‘Who is your master?’


Felix chuckled. ‘Is this what movie stars call “method acting”? Staying in character when the cameras stop rolling? Impressive, but I really should get going. Umm, where’s the exit?’


‘If you run from me, boy . . .’ The soldier took a menacing step towards Felix. Fury flashed through the man’s eyes like a bolt of thunder. ‘. . . I’ll have you recaptured and thrown to the lions. Come willingly and you’ll only receive forty lashes.’
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