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﻿Chapter 1: Just Roll With It




The science fair was a week away, and Stuart Grist was vibrating with inspiration. It was a low, anxious hum that seemed to emanate from his very bones, causing his thick NHS glasses to slide down his nose every few seconds. He sat on the cracked kerb of Cilla Black Close, jiggling his leg with enough force to register on the Richter scale.

Opposite him, Gary Muntz was conducting important research into the structural integrity of a Wotsit. He held the orange puff between a thumb and forefinger, his nail beds a testament to a lifetime of dedicated snacking.

“So, I was thinking,” Stuart began, his words tumbling out in a rush, “we could build a self-sustaining ecosystem. A closed-loop terrarium. We’d need moss, some woodlice, maybe a small-scale water vapour condenser built from a kettle and some cling film. The bi-directional flow of nutrients would demonstrate the fundamental principles of ecological-”

“Boring,” Gary said without looking up. He popped the Wotsit into his mouth, chewed with profound concentration, and then inspected the orange dust on his fingertips like a jeweller examining a rare gem. “Unless the ecosystem has a Greggs in it, I’m not interested.”

Stuart deflated. “But the science, Gary! The sheer elegance of it!”

“The sheer elegance of watching a woodlouse eat its own poo for a week? Nah, you’re alright.” Gary rummaged in his coat pocket and produced a slightly squashed packet of Bourbon biscuits. “We need something with a bit of… pizzazz.”

Stuart pushed his glasses back up his nose. “Pizzazz?”

“Yeah. Like a volcano. Or a robot that can swear. Something that’ll make Mr. Barrows spill his tea.”

A silence fell between them, punctuated only by the distant, mournful cry of an ice cream van and the crunch of Gary’s biscuit. Stuart stared at the graffiti on the wall opposite-a crudely drawn rocket ship with the words ‘Tory Scum’ written underneath. His eyes followed the arc of the spray-painted ship, up, up, into the grey, indifferent sky. And that’s when it hit him. An idea so brilliant, so audacious, so utterly unachievable that it made his teeth ache.

“That’s it,” he whispered, his voice filled with a terrifying reverence.

Gary paused mid-chew. “What’s it?”

“We’re going to build a time machine.”

Gary finished his biscuit, licked his fingers clean, and looked at Stuart as if he’d just announced his intention to become the next Archbishop of Canterbury. “A what?”

“A time machine!” Stuart was on his feet now, pacing the pavement. “Think of it, Gary! We could visit the dinosaurs! See the pyramids being built! Go back and buy a Beano from 1988 for the original price!”

“Could we go forward and get a sausage roll from tomorrow’s batch?”

“The possibilities are limitless!” Stuart declared, ignoring him completely. “I’ll need a flux capacitor-or something that looks like one. A chroniton particle emitter, a stable energy source… and a whole lot of electrical tape.”

Gary sighed. He knew that look. It was Stuart’s ‘manic inventor’ face, the same one he’d had just before he tried to build a fully functional hoverboard out of a skateboard and his mum’s hairdryer. That experiment had ended with a small fire and a three-week ban on using any appliance with a plug.

“And where,” Gary asked, with the weary resignation of a man who had seen too much, “are you going to get a flux thingy-bob on the Jimmy Savile Estate?”

Stuart grinned, a wild, unhinged expression that didn’t suit his face at all. “That’s the beauty of it, Gary. We’ll make it. Out of rubbish.”

That night, while the rest of the estate slept or watched repeats of Only Fools and Horses, Stuart Grist became a creature of the shadows. Armed with a headtorch, a pair of pliers, and a sense of destiny, he raided the bins behind the boarded-up flats on Savile View. He was a scavenger of forgotten things, a connoisseur of cosmic junk.

He found a toaster with its wires hanging out like metallic entrails. A bicycle frame, bent and buckled but still possessing a certain tragic dignity. A box of dead remote controls. The motherboard from a computer that had last seen active duty in 1998. He hauled his treasures back to the cluttered sanctuary of his bedroom, a room that smelled faintly of solder, dust, and unfulfilled potential.

He worked through the night, fuelled by lukewarm tea and a packet of Jaffa Cakes he’d found at the back of the cupboard. He soldered wires with a clumsy, feverish intensity. He wrapped electrical tape around magnets he’d prised from an old microwave. He bolted the bike parts to a large cardboard box that had once held a fridge-freezer, creating a chassis of pure, unadulterated hope. By the time the sun began to cast its watery grey light over the rooftops, it was finished.

It was a monstrosity. A glorious, beautiful, ramshackle monstrosity. And Stuart Grist, son of a single mum from John Major Avenue, looked upon his creation and knew, with the unshakeable certainty of a true believer, that it was perfect.


Chapter 2: The Science Fair Debacle




The sports hall of David Cameron Memorial High smelled, as it always did, of wet socks, industrial bleach, and quiet desperation. Tables had been arranged in neat rows, each one groaning under the weight of adolescent ambition. There were volcanoes made from papier-mâché, potato clocks ticking with quiet determination, and a surprisingly detailed model of the human digestive system crafted entirely from different kinds of pasta.

And then there was Stuart’s table.

His creation sat in the centre of it, a magnificent heap of cardboard, wires, and utter nonsense. A single, bare lightbulb was screwed into the top, connected to a frankly terrifying web of cables that snaked down to a car battery he’d ‘borrowed’ from a skip. He’d glued the remote controls to a makeshift dashboard and written labels on them with a marker pen: ‘Temporal Displacement’, ‘Wormhole Stabiliser’, and ‘More Power’.

“It’s… something,” Gary said, his voice muffled by the steak bake he was inhaling. He’d been bribed into helping with the promise of unlimited access to the vending machine.

“It’s a work of art,” Stuart corrected, adjusting a dial that was actually the volume knob from an old hi-fi. “This, my friend, is our ticket to greatness.”

The first wave of mockery came from the goths. They drifted over in a cloud of patchouli oil and adolescent gloom, their black-clad forms circling the table like well-fed vultures.

“What’s that supposed to be?” one of them asked, a girl with so much eyeliner she looked like she’d been punched by a panda. “A skip?”

“It’s a chron-dimensional displacement unit,” Stuart said, his voice cracking slightly. “It manipulates the fabric of spacetime.”

The goths exchanged a look of profound, world-weary amusement. “Right,” said the panda-girl. “Does it come in black?”

They drifted away, leaving a wake of snickering. Next came the book club, a terrifying posse of girls who used words like ‘problematic’ and carried tote bags. They stared at the machine with a mixture of pity and intellectual scorn.

“It’s a metaphor for late-stage capitalism, isn’t it?” one of them declared. “The illusion of progress built from the detritus of a broken system.”

“No,” Stuart said, a defiant spark in his eyes. “It’s a time machine.” To prove his point, he reached forward and flicked the biggest, reddest switch on the dashboard-a light switch he’d liberated from his nan’s downstairs toilet.

For a split second, something happened. A low hum vibrated through the table, and a faint, bluish light seemed to cling to Stuart’s hair and clothes, making them stand on end. The air smelled sharply of ozone.

The lead book club girl sniffed disdainfully. “Wow. Static electricity. Very impressive. Probably all the nylon in your tragic jumper.”

They just shook their heads and moved on, muttering about the patriarchy.

Gary tried to defend it. “Oi, it’s got… lights and everything,” he said to a group of lads from the football team. They just laughed, pointed, and made farting noises.

By the end of the day, Stuart was a wreck. His machine hadn’t won a prize. It hadn’t even won a pitying glance from Mr. Barrows, who had simply sighed, scribbled ‘Must try harder’ on a feedback form, and moved on to a project about mouldy bread.

The walk home was a long, silent funeral march for his dreams. Gary offered him a half-eaten packet of crisps, but Stuart just shook his head. He dragged the time machine behind him, its cardboard shell scraping miserably against the pavement.

At the corner of Cilla Black Close, he stopped. A large, industrial skip stood by the side of the road, part of a construction site that had been dormant for months. It gaped at him, an open mouth ready to swallow his failure.

With a cry of frustration that was half-sob, half-scream, Stuart shoved the machine over the edge. It landed with a dull, unsatisfying thud on a pile of broken plasterboard. He didn’t look back. He just walked away, the jeers of the science fair still ringing in his ears.

He was halfway down the street when a sound made him turn. A loud, metallic groan, followed by a series of sharp, snapping cracks. He looked back at the construction site. The giant crane, which had stood silent and skeletal for as long as he could remember, was moving. Its long arm was tipping, slowly at first, then with terrifying speed, right towards the skip. Towards his machine.

Stuart’s breath caught in his throat. The world seemed to slow down. He saw a pigeon, frozen mid-flap. He saw a crisp packet, suspended in the air as it cartwheeled in the wind. He saw the crane’s arm, inches from impact, hanging motionless against the grey sky.

Everything was silent. Everything was still.

It was impossible. A photograph. A pause button on reality.

And from the shadows of a nearby underpass, a figure watched. It was tall, impossibly tall, and its edges seemed to flicker and blur, like a faulty television screen. It stood perfectly still, its head tilted as if listening to a sound no one else could hear. Then, as quickly as it had begun, the moment broke.

There was no crash. No impact. The crane simply… wasn’t falling anymore. It was back in its original position, still and silent, as if nothing had happened. The pigeon completed its flap. The crisp packet landed in a puddle.

Stuart stood alone on the pavement, his heart hammering against his ribs, staring at the spot where the world had just broken. He didn’t know it yet, but he had just created a bubble in the flow of time. And someone had noticed.


Chapter 3: The Auditor Appears




The next day at school was a blur of quiet humiliation. Stuart walked the corridors of David Cameron Memorial High with his head down, trying to become invisible. It almost worked. People still snickered when he passed, but the raw, pointed mockery of the science fair had faded to a low, background hum of contempt.

It was just before lunch when they found him. Kev and his two lumpen henchmen, whose names Stuart had never bothered to learn. They cornered him and Gary by the fire escape, the air thick with the smell of cheap deodorant and menace.

“Alright, Grist?” Kev sneered. He was a boy who had peaked at twelve, all sharp elbows and unearned confidence. “Heard your science project was a load of rubbish.”

“It was a prototype,” Stuart mumbled at the floor.

“A pro-to-type of what? A bin?” Kev’s mates laughed, a harsh, braying sound.

Gary, ever loyal in the face of certain doom, stepped forward. “Leave him alone, Kev. He didn’t do anything to you.”

Kev’s sneer widened. He turned his attention to Gary. “What’s that, Muntz? You want some too?” He shoved Gary hard against the wall. Gary grunted, his face pale.

“Stop it,” Stuart said, his voice barely a whisper.

Kev ignored him. He drew back his fist, aiming for Gary’s face. Stuart watched, helpless, as the punch began its journey. He saw Kev’s knuckles, white with tension. He saw the grimace of effort on his face. He saw Gary flinch, his eyes squeezed shut.

And then the world stopped.

Not slowed down. Not stuttered. It stopped dead. Kev’s fist hung in the air, an inch from Gary’s nose, a perfect, brutalist sculpture of impending violence. Gary was frozen mid-flinch. Kev’s henchmen were locked in their laughter, mouths agape. A fly buzzed silently by the window, its wings motionless. The only things that could move in the silent, grey diorama were Stuart and Gary, who now looked around in wide-eyed panic.

“What’s happening?” Gary whispered, his voice sounding loud and strange in the absolute stillness.

A figure stepped out from the wall, not walking but simply… appearing. It was the man from the underpass. Tall, draped in a long, dark coat, his edges flickering like a dying candle. He moved with a slow, deliberate sway, as if the gravity holding him was a suggestion he was only reluctantly obeying.

He glided past the frozen bullies without a glance, his gaze fixed on Stuart.

“A second event,” the man said, his voice low and resonant, like a bell rung underwater. “The anomaly is not stable.” He looked at the suspended fist, then at Gary’s terrified face, with the detached curiosity of a scientist examining a petri dish. “This moment is now on pause.”

He turned his full attention to Stuart. “You have created a complication in the flow of causality. You will come with me for assessment.”

“Assessment?” Stuart squeaked. “But-what about them?” He gestured wildly at the frozen tableau of bullies.

The Auditor tilted his head. “They will wait. Time is patient.”

Before Stuart could protest further, the man raised a hand. The drab school corridor, the paused punch, the smell of bleach-it all twisted and tore apart like wet paper. Colour bled. Sound warped into a deafening roar. Stuart felt a sensation of being pulled inside out, his atoms screaming in protest.

He was falling through a tunnel of screaming faces and impossible geometry. Banshees with mouths full of static shrieked past him. Great, fleshy tentacles whipped through the void, slick with some cosmic ichor. He saw clocks melting, stars being born and dying in the same instant, and filing cabinets the size of office blocks tumbling through the chaos.

