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Before You Start
What Is This?
A social experiment.
In late 2010/early 2011, I wrote a choose-your-own-adventure story, writing and sending out sections as
friends chose those options. The following is every word every written in the order it was written/sent out,
lazy grammar and typos and awful writing and all. Not every path was taken, so not all the choices lead
somewhere, but I have included brief descriptions of where I thought the untaken choices would lead.
Truly “finishing” it (following each path to its conclusion) would be an absurd amount of work, but it was
too much fun not to share, even in this unfinished format. If you like it, head to http://StephenBills.com for
information on everything else I’ve written/am working on.

How to Read:
When you reach the end of a section you’ll see a choice. If the choice has a page number, that choice has
been written. Scroll/jump to that page and read on.
If you wish to just read the Hero Ending (the only one that leads to the events in the prologue), head to
page 437 for which decisions to make.

And now, the story…

THE BRIEFCASE
It was a dark and stormy night.
Wind tore at the top of the building. Fat drops of rain hurled themselves suicidally at anyone nearby. The
only one nearby – the only one desperate enough to venture out into the starless night – was Carl Wickam.
He stumbled back, bleeding, sagged to his knees. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He’d promised
himself this wasn’t how it would be!
Seems he couldn’t trust himself. Would have been nice to know that earlier.
“Just hand it over,” said one of the Suits. The one on the left; Carl couldn’t tell them apart, what with the
identical two-piece suits, shined shoes, haircuts, guns. All they needed were the sunglasses.
“You can’t win,” said the other Suit, appearing from the building’s stairwell right after his twin.
Did they choreograph that? The one-speaking-then-the-other? Or did they just spend way too much time
together?
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Oh well. Everyone seemed to be speaking to him in cliché today, so he answered with a “Never!” as he
clamoured toward the roof’s edge.
“There’s nowhere to go,” a Suit reminded him.
Carl reached the edge and pressed his back against the shoulder-high brickwork. The soaking rain
continued to make the day thoroughly shit. Not that soaking rain had been the worst of it.
“I’ll open it!” he threatened, waving the briefcase at them like a sword. “Don’t think I won’t!”
That stopped them. They even shared a worried glance. They still did it in unison, but Carl couldn’t ask for
everything. Stopping their robotic advance was a good first step.
So to speak.
The Suits stared at him, ignoring the driving rain.
“I’ll do it,” he reiterated.
“No you won’t,” said a Suit, making up his mind.
“You wouldn’t dare,” said the other. And they restarted their advance. He only had a couple of seconds
before they’d reach him. Before they’d take it. And then… then it was all over.
Nothing else for it…
Carl clicked open one of the briefcase’s locks.
Then the other one.
Golden light burst from the briefcase’s crack.
With a final grimace at the two suited figures sprinting to stop him and a last prayer to any sort of god (he
wasn’t fussy at this stage), Carl threw the briefcase open.

Twelve hours earlier:
It was a bright and sunny day. It was still early, but the night had been fine, there were no clouds in the
sky (or anywhere else, for that matter), and “pleasantly humid” was the best description for the air
temperature.
In fact, the day was so idyllic that Carl Wickam decided that he’d have breakfast at that lovely-looking café
around the corner from work – that one he always said he was going to try one day but never had – rather
than sit alone in his kitchen like usual. He had, consequently, dressed early and made his way to sit at a redand-white chequered table.
Now the only question was… what to have?

If Carl orders pancakes, turn to page 3.
If Carl orders coffee, turn to page 5.
If Carl can’t decide, turn to page 177.
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Another few minutes passed before Carl could catch the attention of a waiter, but when he finally had he
ordered his pancakes and sat back to wait for it. As usual, he couldn’t stop his brain, so he at least diverted it
with thoughts of what the day held for him.
Work, of course. Back to the office. The daily grind. Another tedious day of manning phones and writing
emails and generally sorting out freight transport. Still, it was better sitting at a desk than behind the wheel of
a big semi trailer for fifteen hours a day.
Oh, and he had that meeting today. That would be good. He was finally going to put forth his business
proposal, tell the Higher-Ups how he thought the place should be run. Maybe they’d like and give him a
promotion. Make him an executive so he’d have a bigger office to answer phones and write emails in. Or
maybe they’d hate his presentation and fire him on the spot.
Well, that had dampened the mood.
Carl sat back and huffed and waited for his breakfast. Honestly, how long did pancakes take? It wasn’t a
hard recipe, and maple syrup and cream weren’t exactly difficult to obtain.
Of course, he shouldn’t get his hopes up about the presentation. Even if they liked it they could always
just steal the credit and leave him where he was. Lower management. Barely management. Barely managing.
God, why did life have to suck so hard? He was nearly thirty. By now he thought he’d be happily married,
he’d have a job with prospects that was leading him somewhere, he’d have… well… a life. Instead he was
single, trapped in a dull job that was hardly likely to get more exciting, and with a life that consisted mostly of
sitting in his house of an evening watching whatever crap was on 7mate. And commenting on how awful that
name was, not that there was anyone around to hear him.
Carl had reached the point of placing his head in his hands when a waiter appeared at his shoulder with
his pancakes. A nice tall stack of them, covered with butter and maple syrup and cream and everything that
was probably awful for him but was an excellent way to start the day.
The first bite was glorious. All the tension he’d been feeling over his miserable life, all the worry over the
presentation today, all of it melted away.
Yeah. That was how you were supposed to start a… a…
The woman was running. She had a trail of blonde hair and a button-up white shirt and black pants and
she wore them like an Oscars gown. Damn; was she actually running in slow motion, or was that his
imagination? Either way, she was the sort of woman that one saw running in slow motion: breathtaking, curvy,
with shining eyes and a light smattering of freckles. In one hand she held a black leather briefcase.
Why was she running? From something? To someone? Was she late for an appointment? She certainly
looked dressed for the office. But she didn’t look like the sort of girl who’d work in an office. There was just
something… aggressive… in her run. She wouldn’t take orders. She defied them.
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She spotted him staring. Carl hid his face by cutting his pancakes. What must she think of him? A creepy
guy, five years too old for her, sitting alone at a cafe in the morning. She was so far above him she wouldn’t
even hear him if he yelled to her.
Not that he was going to do that. Oh hell no. He was just going to sit here quietly and eat his—
The woman bumped into his arm as she slid into the seat next to him, which knocked the plate off the
table. It smashed on the floor beside him. The woman seemed not to notice. “You have to take this,” she said.
She dumped her briefcase beside his chair. “Don’t let them get it. And don’t open it. Shit.”
And then she was off again, toward the cafe’s other door. But why did she still have a briefcase? Hadn’t
she given it to him? Carl checked beside his chair. There was her briefcase…
Where was his? Oh, son of a bitch, she’d taken his briefcase! She was nearly out the door; did he have
time to stop her?
Before he could get up, two men stormed into the cafe, ruining whatever peace had been left in the
woman’s wake. They were dark suits and sunglasses and savage expressions. They didn’t so much as pause to
look around; they followed the woman out the other door.
In five seconds, they were gone and the cafe was quiet again. A waiter appeared and cleaned up Carl’s
smashed plate, then asked if he wanted it replaced. Carl waved him away; he didn’t feel like eating now. Eating
was a normal activity, and this day wasn’t normal. Maybe it would settle down.
What had she been doing, that woman? Why were those men chasing her? Who were they? Who was
she, for that matter? What was with this briefcase?
Should he open it?

If Carl is the sort of man who opens strange briefcases when he’s told not to, turn to page 7.
If Carl is the sort of man who peeks at the content of strange briefcases he’s told not to open, turn to
page 8.
If Carl is not the sort of man who opens strange briefcases when he’s told not to, turn to page 9.
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Another few minutes passed before Carl could catch the attention of a waiter, but when he finally had he
ordered his coffee and sat back to wait for it. As usual, he couldn’t stop his brain, so he at least diverted it with
thoughts of what the day held for him.
Work, of course. Back to the office. The daily grind. Another tedious day of manning phones and writing
emails and generally sorting out freight transport. Still, it was better sitting at a desk than behind the wheel of
a big semi trailer for fifteen hours a day.
Oh, and he had that meeting today. That would be good. He was finally going to put forth his business
proposal, tell the Higher-Ups how he thought the place should be run. Maybe they’d like and give him a
promotion. Make him an executive so he’d have a bigger office to answer phones and write emails in. Or
maybe they’d hate his presentation and fire him on the spot.
Well, that had dampened the mood.
Carl sat back and huffed and waited for his coffee. Honestly, how long did it take to steam milk? Were
they milking the cow fresh? Grinding each bean individually? By hand?
Of course, he shouldn’t get his hopes up about the presentation. Even if they liked it they could always
just steal the credit and leave him where he was. Lower management. Barely management. Barely managing.
God, why did life have to suck so hard? He was nearly thirty. By now he thought he’d be happily married,
he’d have a job with prospects that was leading him somewhere, he’d have… well… a life. Instead he was
single, trapped in a dull job that was hardly likely to get more exciting, and with a life that consisted mostly of
sitting in his house of an evening watching whatever crap was on 7mate. And commenting on how awful that
name was, not that there was anyone around to hear him.
Carl had reached the point of placing his head in his hands when a waiter appeared at his shoulder with
his coffee. As big as they had had been the instruction, and the cafe hadn’t disappointed. He now stared down
nearly half a litre of heated milk and roasted coffee beans. That should keep him buzzing until at least lunch.
Probably dinner…
The first sip was glorious. All the tension he’d been feeling over his miserable life, all the worry over the
presentation today, all of it melted away.
Yeah. That was how you were supposed to start a… a…
The woman was running. She had a trail of blonde hair and a button-up white shirt and black pants and
she wore them like an Oscars gown. Damn; was she actually running in slow motion, or was that his
imagination? Either way, she was the sort of woman that one saw running in slow motion: breathtaking, curvy,
with shining eyes and a light smattering of freckles. In one hand she held a black leather briefcase.
Why was she running? From something? To someone? Was she late for an appointment? She certainly
looked dressed for the office. But she didn’t look like the sort of girl who’d work in an office. There was just
something… aggressive… in her run. She wouldn’t take orders. She defied them.
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She spotted him staring. Carl quickly grabbed his coffee and hid his face into it. What must she think of
him? A creepy guy, five years too old for her, sitting alone at a cafe in the morning. She was so far above him
she wouldn’t even hear him if he yelled to her.
Not that he was going to do that. Oh hell no. He was just going to sit here quietly and drink his—
The woman bumped into his arm as she slid into the seat next to him. “You—” she said, before Carl
interrupted her by screaming in pain. His coffee – his lovely coffee – was now all over the front of his shirt and
face, and it was much hotter than he’d have liked.
Carl rushed for the bathroom. Behind him, the woman ran off again. Let her. Dammit.
By the time he reached the bathroom, the coffee had cooled from searing to warm. Carl examined his
face; the skin was pinkish but not seriously. No third-degree burns or trips to the emergency room needed.
Still, his shirt and jacket were ruined. A charming brown watermark adorned them both; just the thing for
a big presentation. He sighed. What should he do? Risk the presentation with a dirty shirt, or go home and
change? If he went home, he’d probably miss the presentation entirely, but maybe that would be for the best.

If Carl goes to work with a dirty shirt, turn to page 10.
If Carl goes home to change, turn to page 12.
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Of course he should open it. She’d told him not to, so he was damn well going to. No one told him what to
do. Well, okay, they did. All the time, in fact. But that was all going to change right now. He would make
something of himself, be the boss, take charge.
Carl swung the briefcase onto his lap and, ignoring the crowd in the cafe (who actually weren’t paying him
any attention anyway), undid the latches and threw the case wide open.
Golden light bathed him from some unseen source. Carl squinted as he tried to see what was giving off
the glow, but the more he looked the brighter it became. Light spilled and pooled and exploded like mist and
sunbeams and fire.
Carl closed his eyes.
The noises of the cafe died away, and after a few seconds Carl opened his eyes and… and…
He was in a jungle. A forest. Something. Lush, green, planty.
Strange. He was sure he’d just been in a city. None of the other patrons were around, nor were the
waiting staff. Just him, sitting on a rock in what was presumably a rainforest.
Carl wiped his face, then pinched his arm. Yep. He could feel it. Either this was a very real dream, he had
just lost his mind, or he’d just teleported somewhere. But where?
There was no one to ask, and sticking around here seemed like a bad idea, so Carl decided to pick a
direction and walk. He left the briefcase where it was, lying open on the ground. The golden light was gone
now and he could see that the inside was lined with metal.
Carl saw a particularly tall tree and headed toward it. Maybe he could climb it and see where he was. The
ground underfoot was soggy, almost marshy, and was playing havoc with his shoes. His best shoes, worn to
make him that tiny bit more impressive for the big meeting it didn’t look like he’d make it to today.
Oh well. He had bigger things to think about now than the efficiency of freight transport.
Carl reached the tree and looked up. When was the last time he’d climbed one? Ten years ago? Twenty?
Behind him, something grunted.

If Carl turns around, send “Turn”. (see creature; flash through time same. Essentially turn to 31)
If Carl breaks off a branch and comes around swinging, send “Branch”. (hits creature in nose. It runs off.
Flash through time same. Essentially turn to 31)
If Carl turns slowly, send “Peer”. (turn, but don’t see creature; flash through time same. Essentially turn to
31)
If Carl tries to climb the tree without turning, turn to page 39.
If Carl freezes, turn to page 31.
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No. He probably shouldn’t open it. She’d trusted him (whoever she was) with this briefcase (whatever it
was) and it wasn’t his place to go around opening things that didn’t belong to him.
But since she’d stolen his briefcase, Carl thought he was entitled to a peek…
Carl quickly checked that no one in the cafe was watching him. They weren’t. Most were only now
resuming their conversation after the interruption of the running men and woman. Then, since he was alone,
Carl opened the case a crack.
Golden light flowed out from inside the briefcase. It was warm, sort of. Nostalgic. It felt like days gone by.
And it was giving him a headach—
It was a bright and sunny day. It was still early, but the night had been fine, there were no clouds in the
sky (or anywhere else, for that matter), and “pleasantly humid” was the best description for the air
temperature.
In fact, the day was so idyllic that Carl Wickam decided that he’d have breakfast at that lovely-looking café
around the corner from work – that one he always said he was going to try one day but never had – rather
than sit alone in his kitchen like usual. He had, consequently, dressed early and made his way to sit at a redand-white chequered table.
Now the only question was… what to have?

If Carl orders pancakes, turn to page 20.
If Carl orders coffee, turn to page 29.
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No, he shouldn’t open it. After all, she’d told him not to. And she’d been running for her life at the time.
Whatever he’d got messed up in, he wanted as little to do with it as possible.
Now, what to do with the briefcase? He could hand it in to the cafe staff so the woman could pick it up
later, but the Suits had chased her right through here. They might double back and get the briefcase…
No, best to keep it with him. After all, she had his briefcase, so when she wanted hers back she could look
inside, find one of his business cards, and pay him a visit.
Yes. That was for the best.
Carl glanced at his watch. He probably still had time to hurriedly eat something, but he no longer had the
desire. Picking up the briefcase, which was strangely heavy, he left the cafe and walked to work. It was a nice
building. Big, tall, impressive. Well, as big, tall, or impressive as these things got in Adelaide. It tried. It wasn’t
bad when compared with the buildings alongside it.
Oh, crap, now it sounded like he had building envy.
As he passed through the glass doors he entered a world of air conditioning and sterility. Everything was
glass or black or white. No shades of grey. Nothing more than a few years old. Nothing that might make them
look anything less than chique and modern. A company on the rise.
If only they did something more interesting than transport.
And still that woman from the cafe ran through his head, and not at all because she’d been running in the
cafe. He wished he could say he felt a connection to her, an unspoken bond or unrequited love, but he didn’t.
She was pretty and he was lonely. That was all.
Sighing (which he seemed to be doing a lot of today. Seemed it was one of Those Days), Carl pushed the
button for the third floor, endured the ride, and found his desk. Still, he’d see her again; at least if she wanted
her briefcase back.
He had half an hour until the meeting, but without his notes to go over there wasn’t much to do to
prepare so instead he checked his email. The only new message since last night was from
Carl.Wickam@moveitbuster.com, which was odd. That was his email account. He didn’t remember sending
himself an email. Especially since apparently it had been sent this evening. Did the computers run on one of
the American time zones or something? He’d have to ask the IT department.
The message said: “Remember: When you gotta go, you gotta go. Don’t do anything stupid. Trust her.”
Nice and cryptic. Just what he needed: another distraction right before his presentation.
“Carl?” Ernest said, appeared beside his desk. “You ready for the big presentation?”

If Carl tells his boss the truth that he lost his notes, turn to page 35.
If Carl forges forward with bravado and lies, go to page 14.
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Ah, hell. He couldn’t cancel or reschedule the presentation. Not two hours before it was supposed to
happen. He’d just have to explain that someone had spilled coffee on him. Maybe he’d find someone who
could lend him a clean shirt.
Whatever; he had to go. No point being late as well as messy.
Carl wiped what coffee he could off his face and suit, then left the bathroom. The cafe was very quiet.
Probably just the woman running through it. Where was she? Gone. What did it matter? Even when she’d
been here he hadn’t said a word to her.
Not exactly prince charming.
Carl waved off the waiter’s offer of another coffee to replace the one he’d worn and headed for his office.
It was a nice building. Big, tall, impressive. Well, as big, tall, or impressive as these things got in Adelaide. It
tried. It wasn’t bad when compared with the buildings alongside it.
Oh, crap, now it sounded like he had building envy.
As he passed through the glass doors he entered a world of air conditioning and sterility. Everything was
glass or black or white. No shades of grey. Nothing more than a few years old. Nothing that might make them
look anything less than chique and modern. A company on the rise.
If only they did something more interesting than transport.
And still that woman from the cafe ran through his head, and not at all because she’d been running in the
cafe. He wished he could say he felt a connection to her, an unspoken bond or unrequited love, but he didn’t.
She was pretty and he was lonely. That was all.
Sighing (which he seemed to be doing a lot of today. Seemed it was one of Those Days), Carl pushed the
button for the third floor, endured the ride, and found his desk.
He still had half an hour until the meeting, so he reviewed his notes and checked his email. The only new
message since last night was from Carl.Wickam@moveitbuster.com, which was odd. That was his email
account. He didn’t remember sending himself an email. Especially since apparently it had been sent this
evening. Did the computers run on one of the American time zones or something? He’d have to ask the IT
department.
The message said: “Remember: When you gotta go, you gotta go. Don’t do anything stupid. Trust her.”
Nice and cryptic. Just what he needed: another distraction right before his presentation.
“Carl?” Ernest said, appeared beside his desk. “You read… What’s that?” Ernest pointed to his shirt.
“Wash day? Come on, man, I’m sticking my neck out for you just getting you this meeting.”
“I know. And I appreciate it.”
“So what’s the story with the shirt?”

If Carl tells his boss the truth, turn to page 18.
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If Carl lies to his boss, turn to page 16.

Page 11
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Ah, hell. He’d probably miss the presentation, but if he went to work with a dirty shirt they’d probably fire
him anyway. Best to go home, try to explain it all to Ernest, and probably use up half a day of sick leave.
Carl wiped what coffee he could off his face and suit, then left the bathroom. The cafe was very quiet.
Probably just the woman running through it. Where was she? Gone. What did it matter? Even when she’d
been here he hadn’t said a word to her.
Not exactly prince charming.
Carl waved off the waiter’s offer of another coffee to replace the one he’d worn and headed for his car. It
was a dodgy old thing: bits of rust and willpower, fourth-hand when he’d bought it and never once owned by
an old lady who’d only used it for her shopping. He popped it in gear and chugged away. Twenty minutes and
the city of Adelaide later he was home. Not much, but enough for him: a house, a TV, a bed – not that that was
used for anything beside sleep these days.
And still that woman from the cafe ran through his head, and not at all because she’d been running in the
cafe. He wished he could say he felt a connection to her, an unspoken bond or unrequited love, but he didn’t.
She was pretty and he was lonely. That was all.
Sighing (which he seemed to be doing a lot of today. Seemed it was one of Those Days), Carl shrugged off
his shirt and dropped it beside the bed then stared despondently at his wardrobe, then at his watch. If he
called now, they’d probably be able to reschedule the meeting and he might still be okay. On the other hand,
even if he left now he’d be using up a half-day of sick leave. Why not make it the whole day?

If Carl stays home all day, turn to page 28.
If Carl changes clothes and rushes to the office, turn to page 13.
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Because he had to make that damn meeting, that was why. Because he wasn’t a slacker. Because it was
the right thing to do. That was why he wouldn’t take a whole day off when all he needed was a couple of
hours.
Carl found a clean shirt and jacket and put them on, then got out his mobile as he walked back to his car.
On the third ring, Ernest answered.
“You’re late. Are you calling to tell me why?”
“Long story; I’ll tell you when I get in,” Carl said. “Any chance we can reschedule the meeting for
sometime this afternoon?”
“Is there any guarantee you’ll show up this time?”
“I’ll be there, come hell or high water.”
Ernest sighed over the line. He’d really stuck his neck out for Carl setting this meeting up; Carl wasn’t sure
what the repercussions would be for Ernest now that he had to reschedule it. “I’ll hold you to that,” Ernest
said. The line went dead.
Carl slipped the phone back into his pocket with relief. He still had a job, at least until this afternoon. In
fact, if the meeting was this afternoon he wasn’t in as big a hurry as he had been this morning. He could take it
easy, almost. Or at least not stress over every little thing.
He smiled. Yeah; today was looking up. Bright skies over his head, his briefcase full of dreams, a pretty girl
running through his thoughts…
Actually, he felt pretty darn good. Why take the car at all? He’d be wasting this lovely day the moment he
reached the office; why not walk to the bus stop and enjoy some fresh air before the day was consumed with
work?

If Carl drives to work, turn to page 33.
If Carl decides to walk, turn to page 21.
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“Am I ready for the presentation?” Carl asked. “Absolutely.” He’d never been that comfortable admitting
when he needed help, and he wasn’t about to start today. It was too important. So what if he didn’t have his
notes; what did that matter? He knew this stuff. Just… knew it. He’d been working on it all year, in his spare
time, going over it over and again. And sure, some of the figures might slip by him if he didn’t have the
numbers at hand, but his passion would still come through.
“Because it’s nearly nine-thirty,” Ernest said. He pushed thick-rimmed glasses further up his nose; when
had those come back into fashion? It was like the eighties: it should stay dead and buried, in Carl’s opinion.
Same with this geek-chique phenomenon. It didn’t make any real difference, because real geeks were still too
geeky to be cool. Only the half-geeks had done well out of it.
“We’d better go, then,” Carl said. He picked up the briefcase and slapped Ernest on the back. He was
feeling much better now. All his false bravado had given him some real bravado, it seemed, and he followed
Ernest to the brilliantly-named Meeting Room One with a smile on his face.
Ernest was the closest thing Carl had to a friend at Move It, Buster! They weren’t exactly buddies, but
Ernest appreciated Carl’s sense of humour and Carl liked to think that Ernest had his back with the higher-ups.
This meeting was a prime example of Ernest sticking his neck out for him.
Meeting Room One was decked out with four chairs: three on one side of a large glass-topped table and
one on the other. Two of those chairs were already occupied by men twenty years Carl’s senior. The three
places on the bosses’ side of the table had water glasses in front of them; Carl’s side did not. Was that a power
play, a mind game, or an oversight?
“When you’re ready,” Ernest said, taking his seat.
“Right,” Carl said. “As you know, we are the most efficient freight business in this country. Our deliveries
get there faster and more intact than any other company. Surveys indicate that our drivers are the happiest
and most rested of any company. Every blue-collar worker here is where he wants to be. But, as in any
business, there’s inefficiency. Ours is with management.”
Pleasantly-bored eyebrows turned down at that, but Carl didn’t let that stop him. He knew the numbers,
most of them anyway, and he certainly knew the gist of it: there were people in the company who would be
better suited to other jobs, but they couldn’t apply for them because no one knew how to do their job. They
no longer trained their managers, they expected them to pick it all up on the job, which meant that everyone
was learning from whoever did the job last. They weren’t pooling knowledge and experience; with every hiring
or firing they were risking it.
And they were weighing the company down with people doing bloated or inefficient jobs.
At the end of the forty-minute presentation, the board sat quietly. Carl sat opposite them wishing they’d
given him a glass of water and hoping his panting wasn’t obvious.
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Ernest sat forward. “I think I speak for the whole panel when I say… well done, Carl. You’ve certainly given
us a lot to think about and I’m sure that we’ll be in touch with you very soon for some of the finer details.”
There were general murmurs of yes and well-said and, after a few minutes of pleasantries, the managers
left. Ernest waved them goodbye at the door then turned to Carl. “Wow, man. Really, I had chills. I thought
you were going to rip their heads off at the start, but you really did your research on that.”
Carl let out a huge breath, eyes closed. “It really went okay?”
“Tough but fair. Good work, pal. You’re on the fast track; I mean that.” Ernest wandered over and shook
his head. Carl got the feeling that, if they’d been closer and Ernest weren’t so stolid, he’d have clapped him on
the back.
“Well, I should get back to work, I guess,” Carl said. He picked up the briefcase off the ground – damn the
thing was heavy – and made his way to the door.
“Don’t get too much done,” Ernest said, smiling. “I’m taking you out for a celebratory lunch on the
company account, and I doubt we’ll be in any shape to come back to work afterward.” Ernest started back
toward Carl’s desk. “Say, is that your briefcase?”
Carl hefted the case. “Nah. Some woman at breakfast stole mine, but dropped hers. I’m assuming she’ll
find my card and come to collect it. Until then, I’m keeping it. For collateral.”
“What’s in it?”
“I didn’t look.”
Ernest laughed. “Always the gentleman, aren’t you?” He frowned as he spotted something ahead. A
moment later, Carl saw it too.
There were two men at his desk.
Two men in black suits.
The men from the cafe. Why were they here? How had they found him?
Actually, those were two questions that Carl thought he knew the answers to. They were here for the
briefcase. And they’d found him because they had caught the girl and discovered that she had his briefcase.
Had she had theirs? Was that why they were here? Or was the briefcase her property and they were
trying to take it?
As the two Suits turned and faced them, Ernest asked, “Do you know these guys?”

If Carl drops the briefcase and legs it, send “Run”. (Suits get briefcase, unleash storm. Susan killed, but
Carl will only know this if he tries to rescue her)
If Carl tries to sneak away with the briefcase, turn to page 22.
If Carl explains to Ernest where he’s seen them, turn to page 41.
If Carl tries to negotiate the girl’s freedom in exchange for the briefcase, turn to page 165.
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Carl was in no mood to dwell on the attractive running woman. He didn’t need extra distractions today.
“Some jerk in the lift spilled his coffee all over me. I thought I’d be better off just coming up here and
getting on with it.”
Ernest shook his head. “Shitty timing, man. As if that happens today of all days.”
“I know. Still, I’ve got my health, I’ve got my notes; it could be a lot worse.”
“So you’re ready to go?” Ernest asked.
Carl put the strange email out of his mind and grabbed his notes off the desk. “Ready and raring.”
“Because it’s nearly nine-thirty,” Ernest said. He pushed thick-rimmed glasses further up his nose; when
had those come back into fashion? Actually, when had they been in fashion the first time?
“We’d better go, then,” Carl said, and followed Ernest to the brilliantly-named Meeting Room One. Ernest
was the closest thing Carl had to a friend at Move It, Buster! They weren’t exactly buddies, but Ernest
appreciated Carl’s sense of humour and Carl liked to think that Ernest had his back with the higher-ups. This
meeting was a prime example of Ernest sticking his neck out for him.
Meeting Room One was decked out with four chairs: three on one side of a large glass-topped table and
one on the other. Two of those chairs were already occupied by men twenty years Carl’s senior. The three
places on the bosses’ side of the table had water glasses in front of them; Carl’s side did not. Was that a power
play, a mind game, or an oversight?
“When you’re ready,” Ernest said, taking his seat.
“Right,” Carl said. He distributed a copy of the notes to each of the three men sitting there in judgement
of him. “As you know, we are the most efficient freight business in this country. Our deliveries get there faster
and more intact than any other company. Surveys indicate that our drivers are the happiest and most rested of
any company. We have drivers lining up to join our fleet. However, over the course of the last few months I
have been investigating our managerial efficiency and have reached the startling conclusion that if we wish to
increase our profits, that is where we must start.”
Carl glanced up from his cards. The board looked bored, but attentive, so he continued. Over the next
fifty-five minutes, he outlined ways in which the company had painted itself into the corner. The biggest issue
was that there was no one left to train staff. Everyone knew how to do his own job by learning from the man
before; they existed on word of mouth, not a central database of knowledge. They weren’t pooling
experience; with every hiring or firing they were risking it.
Ultimately, it meant that no one had worked out the most efficient way to manage, because by the time
they had a handle on their job they were promoted and had to learn all over again.
At the end of the hour, the board asked a few polite but dull questions, mostly on his figures, then
nodded to one another.
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Ernest sat forward. “I think I speak for the whole panel when I say… thank you, Carl. We weren’t aware
the problem had reached this level. Please submit your written report and we’ll double-check those figures.”
There were general murmurs of yes and quite-so and, after a few minutes of pleasantries, the managers
left. Ernest waved them goodbye at the door then turned to Carl. “Nice job. Researched to the nines, but it
could have used a bit more personality, you know? It’s hard to keep figures in your head after the first ten
minutes or so. But good.”
Carl nodded, unconvinced. “It really went okay?”
“Hey, you haven’t hurt your chances. And if the numbers pan out, this might even go well for you. I think
a clean shirt would have helped convince them, but hey – you can’t have everything.”
Carl felt a weight lift. He’d done what he could. The rest was up to them now. “Well, I should get back to
work, I guess,” Carl said.
“Sure thing. I’ll see you around.”
Ernest headed for the elevator; Carl made his way back to his desk and found his screen still on his email.
There was the strange one, the one from himself, staring back at him. He called the IT department, who said
their system ran on Sydney time, so he might get an email whose time-sent time was off by half an hour or so,
but nothing from hours in the future. The techie put it down to an error somewhere in the system and
suggested that, if it annoyed Carl that much, he could try turning his computer off and then on again.
Carl thanked him for his help.
And that was when everything happened.
First came a bang like thunder; like a giant hammer striking wood. Then the sound of crashing rain and
hail. A single flash of lightning, so close it lit fifty people frozen, staring out the windows. Then the whole
building shook. Ceiling tiles came loose and fell. Desks split. Chairs toppled. People fell, screamed. Some
helped others up, others started for the exit.
Carl picked himself off the floor. Should he run to safety? Stay to help the wounded and those trapped by
fallen pieces of ceiling and concrete and steel? Or should he just go…
Gotta go… That sounded familiar. Where had he heard that recently? Oh yeah.
Carl stared back at his computer. It was dead now; the whole building had lost power. But what was it the
email from himself had said? When you gotta go, you gotta go…

If Carl stays to help the trapped, turn to page 44.
If Carl saves himself by running for the exit, send “Selfish”. (makes it out in plenty of time; in lobby has to
decide where to run to. See choices on 47)
If Carl puts his faith in the email, turn to page 30.
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Carl wasn’t about to lie to Ernest, not over something this small. “I was in a café before work and some
woman bumped me with her briefcase. Sent my damned coffee all over me. I figured either I could go home
and cancel the meeting or plough on regardless.”
Ernest shook his head. “Bad luck, man. As if that happens today of all days.”
“I know. Still, I’ve got my health, I’ve got my notes; it could be a lot worse.”
“So you’re ready to go?” Ernest asked.
Carl nodded. “Sure am. Let’s, uh, do this.”
“Because it’s nearly nine-thirty,” Ernest said. He pushed thick-rimmed glasses further up his nose.
Dammit; now that Carl had started thinking about the girl she was back in his head: the way she ran, the
look on her face, the one word she’d spoken to him. What was the rest of her sentence going to be?
Carl followed Ernest to the brilliantly-named Meeting Room One without a word. Meeting Room One was
decked out with four chairs: three on one side of a large glass-topped table and one on the other. Two of
those chairs were already occupied by men twenty years Carl’s senior. The three places on the bosses’ side of
the table had water glasses in front of them; Carl’s side did not.
“When you’re ready,” Ernest said, taking his seat.
“Right,” Carl said. He distributed a copy of the notes to each of the three men sitting there in judgement
of him, but honestly he couldn’t really concentrate. Why had she been running in office attire? Why did she
have a man’s briefcase?
“Um,” he began, “as you’re aware, we are the most efficient freight business in this country. Our
deliveries get there faster than any other company.” The way her hair shimmered in the light; was that
natural, or did she condition it every day? “Surveys indicate that our drivers are the happiest and most rested
of any company.” Maybe twice a day… “We have, er, drivers lining up to join our fleet.” Who had she been?
“However, over the course of the last few months I have been investigating our…” Had she been in trouble?
Should he try to find her, help her? Or was he making too much of this?
“Mister Wickam?” prompted one of the managers. Carl stamped down on his wandering mind; he had to
focus.
“…our managerial efficiency and have reached the startling conclusion that if we wish to increase our
profits, that is where we must start.”
Carl risked a glance up from his cards. The board looked both bored and inattentive, but he continued
anyway. Over the next hour, he outlined ways in which the company had painted itself into the corner, and he
thought about who would be devious enough to chase a woman who looked like that. He told them that the
biggest issue was that there was no one left to train staff, and he wished he’d done something other than
screamed in pain and run from her. He detailed his plan to replace the existing word-of-mouth training with a
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central database of knowledge, and he daydreamed about having the morning over and speaking to her and
saying something witty.
After an hour, when Carl had barely reached his halfway mark, one of the managers stopped him and said
he had another appointment. Soon after, the other followed and Carl was alone in Meeting Room One with
Ernest. He dropped his unused cards onto the table.
“I blew it, didn’t I?”
Ernest took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Let’s go to my office, Carl.”
Go to his office… that wasn’t a good sign. Ernest was the closest thing Carl had to a friend at Move It,
Buster! They weren’t exactly buddies, but Ernest appreciated Carl’s sense of humour and Carl liked to think
that Ernest had his back with the higher-ups. This meeting had been a prime example of Ernest sticking his
neck out for him.
Had Carl just chopped Ernest’s head off?
They rode the elevator up to the tenth floor in silence. For once, Carl managed not to think about the
woman at all. He was too busy contemplating whether to apologise or beg or take it like a man.

If Carl apologises for his presentation, turn to page 83.
If Carl begs to keep his job, send “Like a Dog”. (begs to keep job; told he wasn’t getting fired, just warned;
next choices identical)
If Carl accepts Ernest’s forthcoming rebukes like a man, turn to page 24.
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Another few minutes passed before Carl caught the attention of a waiter, but he finally ordered his
pancakes and sat back to wait for it. That felt familiar. Déjà vu. Weird. Maybe he’d see a black cat walk past
him twice soon.
Still… there was something there. Nope; it was gone. Carl let it go and instead concentrated on what the
day held for him. Work, of course. Another tedious day of phone calls and emails and freight transport.
Oh, and he had that meeting today. He’d finally tell the Higher-Ups how the place should be run.
Carl frowned. Hadn’t he already done this? There was that déjà vu again. He sat back and waited for his
breakfast. He must have had one of those weird dreams where you go through your daily routine and it’s only
when you wake up that you realise the whole thing was a dream and now you have to go and do it all again,
but it felt like you’d already done it because you’d… just…
The waiter appeared with Carl’s pancakes: a nice tall stack, covered with butter and maple syrup and
cream and everything that was probably awful for him but was an excellent way to start the day.
Carl couldn’t fit more than a first bite. It was too sickly sweet, like trying to choke down dessert after a big
meal.
Right on cue, the woman burst into the cafe.
She ran, her hair a trail of blonde and her button-up white shirt and black pants better than any Oscars
gown. This time (not that there had been a last time. Had there?), she ran at full speed instead of slow motion.
She spotted Carl staring – not that he could turn away – and was beside him at the table in a second.
“I can’t let them get it,” Carl said, taking the briefcase out of her hands.
“Right,” she said, obviously shaken but still in a rush. “Don’t open it.”
In a second she’d spot the Suits and run out of the cafe, Carl knew. He had to decide now.

To go with her, turn to page 158.
To let her leave but stand up and bump into the Suits to slow them down, turn to page 26.
To let her leave and let the Suits pass as before (was there a before? Was there a now?), send “Black Cat”.
(links in with every choice for “Closed”: beginning on 9. Until the end, when Carl can’t send the email back
through time and is pushed off the rooftop)

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 21

Yeah. The fresh air would do him a world of good. Carl left the rust bucket parked beside the house and
started down the road. As he went, he considered his proposal again: fewer managers, better training, greater
efficiency. That was the gist. The details – the figures and statistics – were all in his briefcase. With any luck,
the rescheduled time wouldn’t count against him. If it did, well he’d just have to be all that much more
impressive when the presentation began.
Carl had gone nearly two blocks – halfway to the bus stop – when the weather stopped being lovely and
took a swift dive toward awful. It started with clouds rolling overhead, but not in that lazy way that summer
clouds usually drift by. These were thick, angry stormclouds and they were coming fast. Faster, even, than Carl
would have thought possible. Surely the wind couldn’t be going that quick…
He hadn’t brought an umbrella, either – there had been no reason to. But now Carl was beginning to wish
he had, because he could see rain beneath those clouds. Heavy rain coming in diagonally, pounding the
pavement and slamming against buildings.
And getting closer all the time.
Carl guessed he had about ten seconds to get under cover and wasted none of them. He scrambled into
the nearest store, a woman’s shoe store, just as the rain rolled past.
It wasn’t just rain, either. There was hail in there.
This was a full-on storm. Where had it come from? It was the middle of summer. It had been a gorgeous
day until two minutes ago. The forecast for the next week was blue skies and don’t forget the sunscreen.
How was he supposed to get to work in this weather?
He’d told Ernest he’d be there come hell or high water… well, here was some high water. And he wasn’t
going to let it stop him. Using his briefcase as an umbrella, he ventured out into the storm and ran for the bus
stop.
He was halfway there when it happened: the squeal of tyres, the screech of metal, the crash of breaking
glass. On the road, some brave motorist had attempted the speed limit in the driving rain and had lost control.
Had they hit the curb? Just lost control in the wet? Did their tyre blow out? Carl didn’t know the cause, but he
saw the result.
The car jumped the median strip. It was airborne when it hit an oncoming blue Mercedes. Then there had
been all the noise and now there was only the quiet, and the rain, and one wheel on the upside-down
hatchback still spinning.

If Carl helps the crash victims, turn to page 37.
If Carl continues to work, turn to page 341.
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Carl ducked below the level of the cubicle dividers before the Suits could spot him and do to him
whatever they’d done to the gorgeous woman who’d run through the cafe.
“What are you doing?” Ernest asked him. Carl grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him down.
“Did they see you?” Carl asked.
“Who?”
“The guys at my desk!”
Ernest stared at him for a moment. “What’s wrong with you? Do you owe them money or something?”
“Or something,” Carl said. “You remember I told you that this briefcase belongs to a woman? Well, those
guys were chasing her at the time.”
“So maybe it’s their briefcase. It’s probably all just a prank.”
“Do they look like the kind of guys who prank?” Carl asked. “I’m getting out of here.” Staying low, he
ducked and ran toward the exit. He’d barely made it three steps before Ernest muttered something under his
breath and stood up.
“Hey! Carl’s over here,” he said. He sounded tired by the whole affair. Carl, meanwhile, felt only blinding
terror and sweat. So much sweat, all over him.
“What the hell are you doing?” Carl hissed.
“Calm do—” Ernest said. He didn’t finish, though. His body jerked backward and most of his head seemed
to disappear, replaced by a red mist and then a red mess.
What remained of Ernest dropped to the thick pile carpet as the boom faded and was replaced in Carl’s
ears by ringing.
They’d shot Ernest. They’d shot Ernest for trying to help them. What would they do to Carl, sneaking away
with their briefcase? What had they done to the woman for tricking them? Would they have killed her too, or
keep her alive to torture her?
Right now, it didn’t matter. Running was the order of the day. Carl stayed low, glanced one last time at
Ernest’s corpse – the one remaining eye, the half a head, the pool of blood – and ran for the stairs. Behind
him, there were screams and the noise of people moving as the stampede began. Among them somewhere
would be the Suits, searching for him.
Did they know what he looked like? Or would they just shoot everyone who was holding a briefcase?
There was another loud boom. That was probably the answer.
Carl reached the open area in front of the lifts and toilets and fire stairs. He had maybe two seconds
before the stampede reached him to decide where he was going to go.
That sounded familiar. Where had he heard that recently? Oh yeah.
Carl glanced back. He couldn’t see his computer, but he knew it was there. What had that email from
himself said? When you gotta go, you gotta go…
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If Carl takes the stairs down and attempts to hide in the stampede, turn to page 43.
If Carl takes the stairs up and hopes the Suits follow the crowd, send “Up, up, and away”. (Suits see or
hear him go up. Track him down and kill him)
If Carl takes the elevator up, send “Going Up”. (elevator doesn’t arrive in time. Killed)
If Carl takes the elevator down, send “Going Down”. (ditto)
If Carl hides in the bathroom, turn to page 66.
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Ernest didn’t say anything until they were both seated. The view behind Ernest’s desk was of the Adelaide
skyline. It wasn’t a massive skyline, but impressive enough from here: the Post Office clock, the Westpac
building, that tall building that was black, the crappy-looking brown one, and Victoria Square.
Down below, people buzzed about their lives. Trams with hideous roofs jangled down King William Street.
Cars passed. Life, in short, went on.
Carl registered it all with the dull shock of one who has been told to stand in front of a brick wall and put
on this blindfold.
And by goodness he’d take it like a man. So, yes, he’d screwed up the biggest presentation in his career.
And maybe he’d cost Ernest some standing among the higher-ups. He’d done what he could and he wasn’t
going to apologise for it or beg for his job. They’d either fire him or keep him on. He’d done what he could.
“Carl,” Ernest began, then stopped. He sighed to himself. “This isn’t easy for me.”
Well Carl sure wasn’t going to make it any easier. “Really? Why’s that?”
“I was expecting more from you, to be honest. The others were expecting the next big thing. At least
some new and interesting ideas. You might have even had some new ideas in there, but the presentation
was… lacking.”
Carl shrugged. “I thought I’d be judged on my ideas not how I… phrased… them…” Carl’s words dwindled
away. Behind Ernest the weather, formerly a bright and shining summer day, was swiftly changing to winter.
Not even a normal winter, either. A sort of apocalyptic winter. Thick, angry stormclouds were coming fast.
Faster, even, than Carl would have thought possible. Surely the wind couldn’t be that quick…
“What are you looking…” Ernest trailed off as he turned and saw the storm front. “Shit.”
In a trance, the two men walked to the floor-to-ceiling window and stared down.
Beneath the clouds, thick rain was coming in diagonally, pounding the pavement and those poor souls still
stuck on it. People covered their heads with briefcases and shopping bags and newspapers and ran for cover.
Soon the awnings of every building was crowded with people.
And still the storm came on. Hard. Fast. It was only a block away now.
One woman, unable to get under cover in time, tumbled to the ground. There was hail in the clouds too.
The ground was being littered with white. Cars careened out of control or skidded on the hail. Windshields
smashed. Horns blared. People ran out of cover as cars headed for them only to be knocked down by the
storm.
Then the storm hit the building.
First came a bang like thunder; like a giant hammer striking wood. Then the sound of crashing rain and
hail. A single flash of lightning struck the Post Office and forced Carl to close his eyes. Then the whole building
shook. Ceiling tiles came loose and fell. Ernest’s thick wood desk jumped in the air.
“We should g—” Carl said. He didn’t finish.
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The floor had gone.
The two of them were sliding for the centre of the building, toward the floor beneath. Toward the office
workers who were screaming and bleeding and trying to run.
Carl landed moments later in a heap. A steel girder missed him by six inches. By the screams to Carl’s left,
Ernest hadn’t been so lucky…
He hadn’t. The girder had trapped his right hand. It was hard to see exactly what had happened because
the building’s power had gone out and the sunshine had been replaced by dark clouds and cloaking rain, but
Carl guessed that there was blood and shattered bone and a whole lot of pain.
Was there anything he could do? The building had already collapsed once; how much longer before it did
it again? Did he have time to find something that could help Ernest, or should he just go?
Just go… That sounded familiar. Where had he heard that recently? Oh yeah.
Carl glanced toward the mass of people heading for the fire stairs. Beside them was the bathrooms. They
were on every floor. What had that email from himself said? When you gotta go, you gotta go…

If Carl cuts off Ernest’s arm, turn to page 231.
If Carl leaves Ernest and flees the building as fast as possible, turn to page 47.
If Carl checks the bathroom, turn to page 48.
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Right on cue, the woman looked behind her, said “Shit,” stole his briefcase, and ran out the cafe’s other
door.
And right on cue, two men stormed into the cafe, ruining the morning’s remaining peace. Their
sunglasses’d eyes spotted the woman heading out the back and ran toward her.
Carl placed his knife and fork together on the barely-touched pancakes and stood to go. As he did, he slid
his chair into the aisle and the Suits, travelling too fast to dodge it or stop, collided with it and ended up in a
heap on the cafe floor.
“Oh, damn, I’m sorry,” Carl said. He held out a hand to help up one of the Suits. “I didn’t see you there.”
The Suit yanked himself up by Carl’s hand. The man was definitely muscled beneath the tailored jacket.
He could easily have taken Carl in a bar fight, but he was too preoccupied with leaping over the chair and
chasing the girl.
The other Suit had struggled to his feet and now chased his partner out the door without so much as a
second glance at Carl.
Carl sat back down, left the money for his meal, picked up the suitcase – unsurprisingly heavy – and
paused. Should he open it? Peek maybe? Or…
No. He wasn’t opening it. He’d learned his lesson, or had an intuition that it wouldn’t help, or something.
Some strong feeling that leaving the case closed was the smart thing to do now. And, since the woman had his
briefcase it seemed only fair that he keep hers rather than hand it in at the cafe. When she wanted her case
back, all she had to do was look inside his briefcase and find one of his business cards.
Carl glanced at his watch. Time for work. Hefting the black briefcase, Carl left the cafe and walked to
work. It was a nice building. Big, tall, impressive. Well, as big, tall, or impressive as these things got in Adelaide.
It tried. It wasn’t bad when compared with the buildings alongside it.
Oh, crap, now it sounded like he had building envy.
As he passed through the glass doors he entered a world of air conditioning and sterility. Everything was
glass or black or white. No shades of grey. Nothing more than a few years old. Nothing that might make them
look anything less than chique and modern. A company on the rise.
If only they did something more interesting than transport.
Still the cafe woman ran through his head. How had he known what she was going to say? Did they share
a connection, an unspoken bond? Some unrequited love wouldn’t go amiss, assuming it got requited
sometime soon.
Smiling (which was a change of pace for the day), Carl pushed the button for the third floor, endured the
lift ride, and found his desk. He’d see the woman again, he knew. It was more than just a feeling. It might have
been destiny, but since Carl had never had a destiny before he wasn’t sure.
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He had half an hour until the meeting, but without his notes to go over there wasn’t much to do to
prepare so instead he checked his email. The only new message since last night was from
Carl.Wickam@moveitbuster.com, which was odd. That was his email account. He didn’t remember sending
himself an email. Especially since apparently it had been sent this evening. Did the computers run on one of
the American time zones or something? He’d have to ask the IT department.
The message said: “Remember: When you gotta go, you gotta go. Don’t do anything stupid. Trust her.”
Nice and cryptic. Just what he needed: another distraction right before his presentation.
“Carl?” Ernest said, appeared beside his desk. “You ready for the big presentation?”

If Carl tells his boss the truth that he lost his notes, turn to page 52.
If Carl forges forward with bravado and lies, turn to page 45.
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Yeah, best to make it a whole day. If his presentation was Meant to Be, they’d reschedule. If not, he’d let
it go. Right now he didn’t really care. This day had been too crap to worry about things like honesty or selfworth.
Carl picked up his mobile and dialled Ernest’s number. “You’re late,” Ernest said. “Are you calling to tell
me why?”
Carl affected a cough. There was even a decent splutter on the end of it. “Sorry. Slept right through my
alarm. I think I’m down with something. I could struggle in, probab—” He broke off into another unhealthy
bout of coughing.
“Geeze, man, don’t,” Ernest said. His brusque manner was gone, replaced by his usual friendlier
demeanour. Ernest was the closest thing Carl had to a friend at Move It, Buster! They weren’t exactly buddies,
but Ernest appreciated Carl’s sense of humour and Carl liked to think that Ernest had his back with the higherups. This meeting was a prime example of Ernest sticking his neck out for him.
“You get better,” Ernest said. “I’ll reschedule for next week. How’s that sound?”
Carl did a half-hearted cough. “Thanks, Ernest.”
“Yeah. I’ll see you when you’re better.”
Carl hung up, then rubbed his throat. He’d given himself a real sore throat by pretending to have one.
Was that ironic, or just annoying? Didn’t matter.
He changed into a t-shirt and shorts and headed to the kitchen to make himself something alcoholic.
Given the blue skies and rising temperature, he rummaged in his cupboards for something fruity and
refreshing, blended as many tropical fruits as he had, and made himself a brand-new drink dripping with
vodka, rum, and fruit. It wasn’t too bad.
Now, how best to spend the day? He could lounge around home and watch TV. Go out for a run and start
that new-year’s resolution to get in better shape. Heck, he could do anything.

If Carl stays at home and lounges around, turn to page 62.
If Carl goes out running, send “Exercise”. (runs out, gets caught in storm. Not sure what happens after
that)
If there’s anything else you’d like Carl to do, send it in!
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Another few minutes passed before Carl caught the attention of a waiter, but he finally ordered his coffee
and sat back to wait for it. That felt familiar, but off. Déjà vu sideways. Weird. Maybe he’d see a black cat walk
past him twice soon.
Still… there was something there. Nope; it was gone. Carl let it go and instead concentrated on what the
day held for him. Work, of course. Another tedious day of phone calls and emails and freight transport.
Oh, and he had that meeting today. He’d tell the Higher-Ups how the place should be run.
Carl frowned. Hadn’t he already done this? There was that déjà vu again. He sat back and waited for his
breakfast. He must have had one of those weird dreams where you go through your daily routine and it’s only
when you wake up that you realise the whole thing was a dream and now you have to go and do it all again,
but it felt like you’d already done it because you’d… just…
The waiter appeared at his elbow with a cup of coffee, surprising him. Why had he thought it should be
pancakes? What was going on with him today?
Carl shook off the sensation and faced his mammoth drink. “As big as you have it” had been his
instruction, and the cafe hadn’t disappointed. Nearly half a litre of steamed milk and roasted coffee beans
stared back at him. That should keep him buzzing until at least lunch. Probably dinner…
The first sip was glorious. It washed away all the tension and all the feeling of déjà vu and the day once
again felt fresh and new and full of potential.
Yeah. That was how you were supposed to start a… a…
Oh god.
The woman was running, her hair a trail of blonde and her button-up white shirt and black pants better
than any Oscars gown. This time (not that there had been a last time. Had there?), she ran at full speed instead
of slow motion. She spotted Carl staring – not that he could turn away – and was beside him at the table in a
second. She bumped the table slightly as she sat; Carl’s coffee tilted and fell off the side to smash at his feet.
Carl took the briefcase out of her hands. “I can’t let them get it,” he said.
“Right,” she said, obviously shaken but still in a rush. “Don’t open it.”
In a second she’d spot the Suits and run out of the cafe, Carl knew. He had to decide now.

To go with her, turn to page 158.
To let her leave but stand up and bump into the Suits to slow them down, turn to page 50.
To let her leave and let the Suits pass as before (was there a before? Was there a now?), send “Black Cat”.
(links in with every choice for “Closed”: beginning on 9. Until the end, when Carl can’t send the email back
through time and is pushed off the rooftop)
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The email had been strange. Strange enough that, even among all this chaos and destruction, it forced
itself to the forefront of Carl’s mind. That, more than anything, made him think that, maybe, it was worth
pursuing.
As the rest of the office ran for the stairwell which was quickly becoming a meat grinder, Carl ran for the
men’s room. Because the power was out, the room was pitch black. Carl stumbled around for a moment, then
said, “Hello? Is anyone here?”
There was no response. Carl grabbed his keys out of his pocket and ignited the tiny flashlight on them. It
was intended to help him find his car’s keyhole in the dark, and didn’t do much to illuminate a whole room,
but it was better than nothing.
Carl quickly searched each stall. All empty. What else could he do? The building wasn’t exactly stable…
how much faith should he put in an email that was supposedly sent by himself in the future? It was probably a
prank. Should he risk his life in a collapsing building following that, or run like hell for the exit?

If Carl joins the throng heading for the exit, send “Throng”. (runs out, makes it. Links to choice on 47)
If Carl thoroughly searches the bathroom hoping to find a clue, turn to page 58.
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Grunting… Grunting was bad. Carl’s natural instinct to stay very still kicked in and he stayed absolutely
still. The grunting continued. It sounded like it was about ten feet away, and big. A bear, maybe? The sound
was coming from about Carl’s head height. A bear on its hind legs? Was it about to maul him?
No point fleeing; bears could climb trees. Couldn’t they?
Didn’t matter. He couldn’t flee even if he wanted to. Hell, he was currently pissing his best trousers with
nervousness. Right now he was putting all his effort into remaining still and not collapsing; everything else was
way beyond him.
The grunting moved closer, then was replaced by sniffing. Carl smelled something awful behind him
nearby, and foul hot breath crashed on his shoulders and rebounded into his nose.
After about ten seconds the grunter seemed satisfied and moved away. The heat lessened, the sense of a
giant creature lurking behind him dimmed, and the grunting faded into the distance. After another two
minutes of being a statue, Carl turned and checked. Whatever it had been, it was gone and he was alone in
the—
Oop. That golden light was bac—
When the headache had passed, Carl opened his eyes and sagged to his knees. What the hell was going
on? And where was he now?
The forest was gone. In its place was a city. A foreign city, full of old buildings and people in rustic clothes.
No, wait… Not foreign. The signs on the buildings were in English. If anything, it looked like he’d been
transported to the Old West: the buildings were all ramshackle shacks; the people were dressed in hardy
farming-type clothes; there were no cars, only horses and carts.
Carl got off his knees.
“Good day,” a man said as he passed. He nodded to Carl in a pleasant-but-wary way.
“Wait,” Carl said. “Where… uh, where am I?”
The man laughed. He had a magnificent moustache – a big twisty white thing that was trying to devour his
cheeks – and he was dressed in a three-piece pinstripe suit that looked like it belonged in an old photograph.
“Had a hard night at the tavern?” the man asked.
“Maybe,” Carl said. Hallucinations might explain this crazy day. Or at least part of it.
“You seem to have wet yourself.” The man had an English accent: upper-class, probably. Carl had never
been very good at picking them. He wasn’t a Cockney, Carl knew that.
Carl wasn’t sure what he could really say to that, so he just repeated, “Where am I?”
The man shook his head and smiled. “You’re in Adelaide, son. Hopefully you started here last night as
well; if not, that’s a story I’d love to hear.”
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“Adelaide?” Carl asked. This wasn’t Adelaide. He lived in Adelaide. It was a backward country town
compared with some of the enormous metropolises like New York, but it wasn’t actually a county town. It had
buildings, and cars, and… and everything that had been invented in the last two hundred years.
And it was more than just a couple of buildings connected by dirt roads.
A thought occurred to Carl, and he wished it hadn’t: what if he hadn’t moved? What if this was the exact
spot that the cafe would be built on… sometime in the future?
“What year is this?” Carl asked.
“Eighteen-thirty-eight,” the stranger said the same way he might pronounce “Are you thick, boy?”
“Bullshit,” Carl said to himself.
“Well I never,” the stranger said, and started to walk away.

If Carl stops the stranger and apologises, turn to page 74.
If Carl lets the stranger go and explores the town, turn to page 64.
If Carl attempts to find and kill his great-great-(whatever)-grandfather, send “This is heavy”. (can’t find
him in time; subsequent flash much like 64)
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Nah. He’d be better off getting to work as fast as possible so he could spend as much time as he could
going over the facts and figures before the presentation. No point putting it off until this afternoon only to
arrive half-cocked. He’d look like a complete cock for that.
Carl climbed back into the rust bucket and forced it into gear. After a brief struggle (the car won Round
One, but Carl bested it in Round Two), Carl managed to convince the heap of crap and bolts to move and they
proceeded toward the office.
Carl had made it a block and a half when the weather stopped being lovely and took a swift dive toward
awful. It started with the clouds rolling overhead not in that lazy way that summer clouds usually drift by, but
as if they were in a hurry to get somewhere. They weren’t light fluffy clouds, either. They were mean
stormclouds coming faster than Carl would have thought possible. Surely the wind couldn’t be going that
quick…
He was beginning to wish he’d stayed home. There was rain under those clouds: heavy rain coming in
diagonally, pounding the pavement and slamming against buildings and getting closer all the time.
Carl guessed he had five seconds before the stormfront hit him. Still, he was in a car which was mostly
waterproof, so he was doing better than those poor sods on the pavement.
Hell, and he’d been thinking of walking today! He’d have been caught smack bang in the middle of this
storm. This storm right… here.
The wind bunted the car sideways a foot. Carl struggled with the wheel and managed to keep inside his
lane. The rain slammed against the roof and water began dripping onto his shoulder. Carl ignored it as best he
could; it had been doing that for years.
Where had this storm even come from? It was the middle of summer. It had been a gorgeous day until
two minutes ago. The forecast for the next week was blue skies and don’t forget the sunscreen.
Now, though, walking without an umbrella was unthinkable. Even walking around with an umbrella was a
bad idea: the combination of wind and heavy rain would invert any umbrella or bend its tender stalk beneath
the strain.
Then the hail hit.
The first bit Carl saw flew past the window of the car. The next bit hit the roof. After that, hail was
everywhere. Shards of rock-hard ice slammed the ground and road and his car. Trapped inside, Carl scrunched
his face against the noise, but it was like someone hammering on his roof. Many people, all hammering on his
roof. With hammers in each hand.
It was probably halfway through his noise-induced wince that the accident started, but by the time Carl
had opened his eyes, it was impossible to tell. All he knew was that his car was skidding sideways and the road
was icy and that the road curved left soon but that his tyres weren’t gripping so he wouldn’t be turning the
corner.
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He’d be going forward, into the oncoming traffic.
The seconds stretched out, not that there was anything Carl could do with them. His wheels weren’t
gripping, so turning and accelerating and braking made no difference. Carl did his best to brace himself as the
car crossed the white line and a four-wheel drive filled his vision.

If Carl hurts his legs, turn to page 60.
If Carl hurts an arm, turn to page 56.
If Carl dies in the collision, send “Death”. (Carl dies. Duh)
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“Am I ready for the presentation?” Carl asked. He’d never been that comfortable glossing over problems,
especially when they affected others like this. “Uh, actually there’s been a sort of snag. I was at a cafe for
breakfast this morning and some woman stole my briefcase, which had all my notes in it.”
“You don’t have backups?” Ernest asked.
“I have the raw data, but I’d written it all up on little note cards.” Wow. It sounded pretty sissy when he
said it like that. “Which are gone now. It’s fine,” he added. “We’ll go ahead, I’m just… If I seem a little off kilter
that’s why.”
“Well, it’s nearly nine-thirty,” Ernest said. He pushed thick-rimmed glasses further up his nose; when had
those come back into fashion? Didn’t matter; he couldn’t get distracted with things like that now. He had to
concentrate on what he was going to say.
“We’d better go, then, I guess,” Carl said. He picked up the briefcase and nodded for Ernest to lead the
way. Gah; why did he feel worse for telling the truth? The walk to the brilliantly-named Meeting Room One
seemed longer and quieter than usual, filled with dread and foreboding.
And now that he’d talked about losing his notes, the woman from the cafe had come back into his head:
the way she ran, the look on her face, the words she’d spoken. Why had she given him the briefcase? How was
he supposed to find her?
Meeting Room One was decked out with four chairs: three on one side of a large glass-topped table and
one on the other. Two of those chairs were already occupied by men twenty years Carl’s senior. The three
places on the bosses’ side of the table had water glasses in front of them; Carl’s side did not. Was that a power
play, a mind game, or an oversight?
“When you’re ready,” Ernest said, taking his seat.
“Right,” Carl said. How did the presentation start? Shit, he couldn’t remember. Just get to the facts.
“We’re inefficient,” he said. “Our drivers are happy, and our deliveries arrive on time, but we’re not… uh, as
good as we should be.”
Unpleasantly-bored eyebrows turned down at that. This wasn’t going well. And now Carl couldn’t stop
thinking about the briefcase that he’d brought with him and set just to his right: what was in it? Why him?
“We’re good,” he said, putting the briefcase out of his mind. “But we could be better. I did have some, uh,
statistics, but they’re… there was an incident. I’ll have a copy of them for you later today.”
Carl swallowed. This wasn’t going well. He wondered how the woman’s day was going, then put her out
of his mind. Again. She kept finding ways back in, which wasn’t helpful right now, but he tried his best to
ignore her and present his case.
He ran out of material after fifteen minutes. That wasn’t good. He’d timed the presentation at home and
it had taken forty-five. How much was he missing out? What had he forgotten? Something important?
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When Carl mentioned that he was finished, the board sat quietly for a moment and shared a look that
wasn’t hard to read: unimpressed. The board made their excuses and said they’d think about what he’d
proposed and left him alone in the meeting room with Ernest. Carl closed his eyes and prepared himself for
the answer to his next question.
“That was awful, wasn’t it?” he asked.
Ernest took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Let’s go to my office, Carl.”
Go to his office… that wasn’t a good sign. Ernest was the closest thing Carl had to a friend at Move It,
Buster! They weren’t exactly buddies, but Ernest appreciated Carl’s sense of humour and Carl liked to think
that Ernest had his back with the higher-ups. This meeting had been a prime example of Ernest sticking his
neck out for him.
Had Carl just chopped Ernest’s head off?
“And if your briefcase was stolen, whose is that?” Ernest asked. He sounded annoyed. He had a right to
be.
As they left the room and headed for the elevator, Carl hefted the case. Damn it was heavy. “The woman
who took my case left hers behind. I’m assuming she’ll find my card and come to collect it. Until then I’m
keeping it as, you know, collateral.”
“What’s in it? Anything worthwhile?”
“I didn’t look.”
Ernest snorted. “Always have to be the gentleman, don’t you?” He entered the lift and Carl followed him.
They rode up to the tenth floor in silence. For once, Carl managed to put the woman and the briefcase out of
his mind. He was too busy deciding whether to apologise or beg or take it like a man.

If Carl apologises for his presentation, turn to page 54.
If Carl begs to keep his job, send “Shamed”. (begs; told he wasn’t being fired; identical choices as the
other two options)
If Carl accepts Ernest’s forthcoming rebukes like a man, turn to page 72.
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Carl rushed to the scene of the accident, his briefcase protecting him from the worst of the rain but not all
of it. He reached the wreckage, dropped his case, and knelt on it to avoid the broken glass. Inside the car, two
figures hung upside-down, suspended by their seat belts. Carl saw cuts on both of them from the shattered
windshield or the twisted bits of car, but there wasn’t too much blood.
The worst of it looked like the driver’s legs, which were trapped under the steering wheel. That might be a
huge problem or none at all; Carl didn’t know. For now, he concentrated on the passenger. Carefully he
climbed into the wreckage and braced the boy as best he could, then released the seatbelt. The boy fell onto
him and Carl wriggled his way out of the car.
By this stage, others were braving the storm to see whether those inside were okay, so Carl handed the
boy over to one of them who was shouting that he’d done a first aid course. As the man ran for cover, the
unconscious ten-year-old in his arms, Carl tried to work out why he was breathing easier now than he had
been.
Then it hit him: when he’d been in the car, he could smell petrol.
He sighed. Of course he could. This was an impossible storm on a summer’s day; there’d been a car crash
almost on top of him that had stopped him getting to work on the most important day of his career; of course
something else was going wrong.
Leaking petrol put a timer on freeing the driver. As much as Carl would like to wait for an ambulance, he
couldn’t say how quickly one would make it here in this weather. Or whether they were all attending more
serious crashes elsewhere.
That left him. He’d have to free the driver.
Better now than later…
Carl grabbed his briefcase as a quick umbrella and hail shield, placed it on the ground, knelt on it, and
climbed into the car. The petrol smell was becoming stronger.
Right, the driver. The steering wheel had collapsed inward and hit him in the chest. By the look, it wasn’t
currently crushing his legs so Carl thought he should be all right if released. Presumably the man wasn’t going
to break in half because his legs were trapped or severed.
Presumably.
With a final breath for courage and a wince for cowardice, Carl undid the driver’s seatbelt. The
somewhat-heavy fiftyish man dropped onto Carl and damn near crushed the air out of him, but Carl managed
to shift the unconscious form off him long enough to draw a deep breath.
“Mister?” someone outside said. “Pass him out here. Is he okay?”
“Unconscious,” Carl said. “Not bleeding.” Much.
He looked past his feet and saw eager faces: people wanting to prove that they were the kind of people
who would be there in an emergency. And they were: this was an emergency and they were here. But they
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hadn’t been the first people here. They’d waited for someone else to go first. They were still sheep. Helpful
sheep, but sheep.
By the look of it, another herd of sheep had arrived to evacuate the blue Mercedes of its passenger, so
that was one less thing to worry about.
Carl pushed the lug of a man toward the helpers and after a minute of struggle they managed to get him
out of the car. Carl rejoined the storm, grabbed his briefcase, and followed the sheep into a nearby building
that had become the makeshift hospital.
The boy had regained consciousness and two people were clicking their fingers at him and asking him
questions about where he was and what day it was and trying to stop him from jumping up and running to his
father’s aid.
The father was laid beside the boy and the soggy ragtag group’s medic looked him over. Eventually he
said, “Concussion, probably. And I think the steering wheel went into his chest, so there might be internal
injuries,” he said. “He doesn’t need C.P.R.”
“Has someone called an ambulance?” Carl asked.
“I did,” a woman in a business suit said. “They’re very busy, I think. She said to call back if anyone started
dying. She actually said that: ‘If anyone starts dying, call back then’. How awful.”
“Can we get them to a hospital?” Carl asked.
“Maybe,” the medic said. He’d rolled his sleeves up and his shirt was soaked. “There’s one about three
blocks away, but I wouldn’t want to drive in this weather.”

If Carl and his sheep carry the man to the hospital, turn to page 70.
If Carl and his sheep stay put and wait for help, turn to page 68.
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Grunting… Grunting was bad. Carl’s natural instinct was to stay very still, but he fought past it to reach up
and grab the first branch and pull himself up. He didn’t look back to see what was grunting or whether it was
taking an increased interest in him; all of his effort was put into finding the next branch that would support his
weight and getting himself onto it.
Hell; why hadn’t he done this more often? Or just stayed in shape generally? He wasn’t exactly unfit, but
this was certainly a workout. Especially dressed in a suit and tie.
So what? He’d get by. He’d done well so far; he had to be eight feet clear of the ground. High enough to
look down, presumably, without his legs being chewed off.
Carl glanced down. Beneath him was a… well he guessed it was a sort of bear. Actually, it looked like a
hornless rhinoceros with dusty brown fur or hair. It was probably ten feet long, six feet tall, tailless, and with a
big nose and tiny eyes on its rhinocerosy head.
The creature stopped at the foot of the tree and looked up. It didn’t look ferocious, and Carl guessed that
it was more likely to eat the tree than climb it. Definitely a herbivore, given the dumb inward-turning feet and
dull eyes. This wasn’t a creature built for speed. Hell, it didn’t even look like a creature that had to evade
predators. Maybe it didn’t; Carl certainly wasn’t about to start a fight with it.
“Shoo,” he told it.
The creature snorted, blinked, then wandered off and Carl was alone in the forest again. He breathed a
sigh of relei—
Oop. That golden light was bac—
Carl hit the ground hard. Had he fallen out of the tree when the light had come? He opened his eyes,
ignoring the headache for now, and saw… no tree. He looked around. There were no tall trees anywhere.
There was a city. A foreign city, full of old buildings and people in rustic clothes.
No, wait… Not foreign. The signs on the buildings were in English. If anything, it looked like he’d been
transported to the Old West: the buildings were all ramshackle shacks; the people were dressed in hardy
farming-type clothes; there were no cars, only horses and carts.
Carl got off the ground, winced at the pain in his spine, and tried to wriggle it back into place.
“You okay, sir?” a man said. He stood at a distance, wary.
Carl felt his back click back in. “I think so.”
The man turned to go, but Carl said, “Wait. Where… uh, where am I?”
The man laughed. He had a magnificent moustache – a big twisty white thing that was trying to devour his
cheeks – and he was dressed in a three-piece pinstripe suit that looked like it belonged in an old photograph.
“Had a hard night at the tavern?” The man had an English accent: upper-class, probably. Carl had never
been very good at picking them. He wasn’t a Cockney, Carl knew that.
“Maybe,” Carl said. Hallucinations might explain this crazy day. Or at least part of it. “So where am I?”
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The man shook his head and smiled. “You’re in Adelaide, son. Hopefully you started your drinking here as
well; if not, that’s a story I’d love to hear.”
“Adelaide?” Carl asked. This wasn’t Adelaide. He lived in Adelaide. It was a backward country town
compared with some of the enormous metropolises like New York, but it wasn’t actually a county town. It had
buildings, and cars, and… and everything that had been invented in the last two hundred years.
And it was more than just a couple of buildings connected by dirt roads.
A thought occurred to Carl, and he wished it hadn’t: what if he hadn’t moved? What if this was the exact
spot that the cafe would be built on… sometime in the future? What if he’d fallen after the golden light
because the tree he’d been in had been cleared to make way for this dirt road?
“What year is this?” Carl asked.
“Eighteen-thirty-eight,” the stranger said the same way he might pronounce “Are you thick, boy?”
“Bullshit,” Carl said to himself.
“Well I never,” the stranger said, and started to walk away.

If Carl stops the stranger and apologises, turn to page 74.
If Carl lets the stranger go and explores the town, send turn to page 64.
If Carl attempts to find and kill his great-great-(whatever)-grandfather, send “This is heavy”. (can’t find
him; next section much like page 64)
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“Yeah, I know them,” Carl said. “You remember I told you that this briefcase belongs to a woman? Well,
those guys were chasing her at the time.”
The suits had spotted Carl and Ernest and were now walking toward them. They didn’t walk like
Terminators, which was a good first step, but Carl still didn’t trust them.
“So maybe it’s their briefcase,” Ernest said. “It’s probably all just a prank.”
“Do they look like the kind of guys who prank?” Carl asked. The Suits continued coming on. Carl guessed
he had another ten seconds before they reached him. What would they do once they arrive? Grab him?
Should he run? That hadn’t worked out very well for the woman at the café – if they were here, they’d
captured her and his briefcase – so why did he think it would do him any good? No; he’d have to wait right
here and see what they had to say.
Hopefully something more than “Gotcha”.
“Not really,” Ernest admitted. “But that doesn’t mean they’re the bad guys. And how bad can they be
when they have such a fine tailor?”
Carl swallowed. The Suits had reached them.
“Are you Carl Wickam?” one asked.
“I am,” Carl said. No point lying while Ernest was there; he’d probably just rat him out anyway. “Who are
you?”
“I’m Kevin Rutherford,” said one Suit. The taller one. “This is Peter O’Malley. We’re from the MarshallBarney Research Institute. That briefcase you’re carrying is our property.”
Ernest cast Carl a told-you-so look. Carl ignored it. “How do I know that?” he asked. “There’s no name on
it.”
“It was stolen from our research laboratory by a young woman this morning.”
Carl tried to remember the morning’s incident. The woman had been dressed nicely; had that been a
disguise to get into the research lab? Or was this all lies?
“Yeah,” Carl said. “She stole my briefcase.”
One of the Suits, Peter, placed Carl’s briefcase on the floor. “There you are.” They waited for Carl to do
the Right Thing and hand over their briefcase (if it was theirs).
“I don’t think I should hand this over without confirming that it’s yours,” Carl said. “Did you put your
name on the inside?” He started undoing one of the clasps.
The Suits jerked forward to stop him and Carl pulled the briefcase out of their reach. “Why so jumpy?” he
asked.
“That briefcase contains two plutonium rods,” Kevin said. He seemed to be the chattier of the two,
though they were essentially identical: muscled, slightly menacing, tall, with searching eyes.
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“Really?” Carl examined the briefcase. “There’s no locks. You’d think something built to transport
radioactive materials would have safeguards.”
“The ones we build do,” Kevin said. His patience was wearing thin. “But we can’t control what thieves use
when they steal from us.”
Carl paused. He’d sort of run out of questions to ask. He couldn’t exactly tell them to stay there while he
checked that such a company existed or how much a lead-lined suitcase should weigh. He’d either have to
trust them or not. Or buy himself some time alone to think.
He could feel Ernest next to him, all but nodding for him to give them the briefcase. Another few seconds
and Ernest would probably take it out of his hands and hand it over himself. He had to do something before
that.
But who to trust? The Suits, Kevin and Peter? Or the woman from the café who’d spoken a grand total of
ten words to him?

If Carl trusts the Suits and gives them the briefcase, send “What Nice Chaps”. (gives briefcase; Suits go on
their way; storm happens)
If Carl trusts the woman at the café and runs, turn to page 237.
If Carl asks for a reward in exchange for the briefcase, turn to page 76.
If Carl makes an excuse and goes to the bathroom, send “Time to Think”. (bathroom; meets a MarshallBarney employee; can’t think of a way to escape Suits)
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There was no way Carl was going to trust some crazy email from his future self. Not when real death was
happening right behind him. The stakes were too high to put his trust in anything other than running faster
than the people chasing him.
He waited the agonising two seconds for the stampede of office workers to reach him, then slipped into
the crowd as they ran for the elevators and stairs. He stayed a step ahead of the pack, which helped when they
hit the stairs and the rest of the workers had to navigate the steps without seeing them.
Carl heard sounds behind him: people tumbling and falling against those in front or to the side. He hoped
they didn’t get trampled, but he wasn’t sure how realistic that hope was. After all, once they started to fall,
what was there to stop them?
There were more booms and cracks of gunfire somewhere behind him. Carl kept his head down (not that
that would really help dodge bullets, he supposed) and his eyes on the next step and ran. He so wanted to take
the steps two or three at a time, but his legs were turning to jelly just taking them one at a time. If he started
with two at a time and missed a step and the stampede would get him.
Why did this have to happen to him? There were plenty of other people whose problem this should be.
He didn’t even know what was in the stupid case! He didn’t want to. He wanted this all to be over. He was an
ordinary guy; this stuff was for spies and superheroes and action heroes.
They reached the ground floor and Carl threw open the fire door and rushed across the spacious marbley
foyer and to the sliding glass doors. By the time they slid open, the bulk of the stampede was leaving the
stairwell. The Suits would be in there somewhere, searching for him.
How to get away? Where would they look for him? How would they find him from here? It would be so
much easier to answer that if he knew who these guys were and what they wanted (apart from the Briefcase).
Should he turn the tables on them? Find out who they were? Or just get the hell out of dodge?

If Carl tries to hide in a crowd, send “Crowd”. (escapes in crowd, then has to decide where to hide out.
Eventually given choice to go home or look in briefcase or flee the city and leave his life behind much like on
211)
If Carl goes somewhere unexpected, turn to page 211.
If Carl hides out at home, send “Homeward Bound”. (goes home; Suits go straight there and threaten/kill
him)
If Carl attempts to double-back and follow the Suits, turn to page 75.
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Carl couldn’t just abandon those trapped or helpless. That wasn’t the sort of man he was. He rushed
toward the nearest screaming person – Janice, in the cubicle next to his. Her desk had collapsed on her. By the
look, it had forced her off her rolly chair and pinned her legs.
“Hey!” Carl yelled at one of the interns, but she ignored him. “Can I get some help here?”
It seemed he couldn’t. Not today. Today everyone was too busy rushing for the fire exit. The only ones left
were the ones who couldn’t get themselves free or couldn’t move by themselves.
“Janice,” he said, tapping her cheek. She opened her eyes. “I’m going to try to lift the desk off you. I need
you to move your legs out from underneath. Can you do that?”
She whimpered but nodded. Carl had never really got on with Janice – the woman was all flowery dresses
and eighty-minute lunch hours and triple chins – but he liked her a hell of a lot more because she wasn’t
blubbering or screaming.
Carl grabbed the desk, took a deep breath of chalky dusty air, and heaved.
Janice started screaming and blubbering.
Carl couldn’t talk while lifting the desk, not because it was heavy (it wasn’t; it was a cheapish flat white
affair) but because all of the debris on top of it was heavy. After a few seconds, there was nothing for him to
do but lower the table back down. Onto Janice.
Before he did, he craned his head around and looked underneath. Janice’s legs were mashed just below
the waist. She wasn’t getting out of this building unless Carl carried her, not that that mattered. He couldn’t
even get her out from under the table unless someone else helped him.
And still around him were screams, and smaller chunks of falling roof, and rising dust. The windows had
all smashed when the building shook, and Carl could now see the city spread before him.
It was like nothing he’d ever seen.
He could barely see the buildings through the rain. Lightning crisscrossed the sky. Hail was falling too. It
wasn’t a storm, it was the end of the world. Anyone driving down there was suicidal. But staying put was just
as bad; after all, how long would the building last? It was creaking now; groans of a dying animal.
But Carl had decided to help the others get out, not to flee like a coward. But now that he was here… Now
that he was the only one here among a half-dozen wounded… he had second thoughts.
But how many could he really save?

If Carl tries to free Janice and get her to safety, send “Janice’s Best Friend”. (can’t make it out in time. Dies
in collapse)
If Carl focuses on escorting the least wounded off, turn to page 85.
If Carl tries to free everyone, send “No Man Behind”. (too many wounded; dies in collapse)
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“Am I ready for the presentation?” Carl asked. “Absolutely.” And he was, he found. So what if he didn’t
have his notes; he knew this stuff. Just… knew it. He’d been working on it all year, in his spare time, going over
it over and again. And sure, some of the figures might slip by him if he didn’t have the numbers at hand, but
his passion would still come through.
“It’s nearly nine-thirty,” Carl said. “We’d better go.”
Ernest pushed thick-rimmed glasses further up his nose and smiled. “You know, I was just about to say
that.” When had big glasses come back into fashion? It was part of the whole geek comeback, not that there
was one. Looking like a geek had come into fashion; being a geek was still a terrible faux pas.
Carl picked up the heavy briefcase and slapped Ernest on the back. Today was interesting. He followed
Ernest to the brilliantly-named Meeting Room One with a smile on his face.
Ernest was the closest thing Carl had to a friend at Move It, Buster! They weren’t exactly buddies, but
Ernest appreciated Carl’s sense of humour and Carl liked to think that Ernest had his back with the higher-ups.
This meeting was a prime example of Ernest sticking his neck out for him.
Meeting Room One was decked out with four chairs: three on one side of a large glass-topped table and
one on the other. Two of those chairs were already occupied by men twenty years Carl’s senior. The three
places on the bosses’ side of the table had water glasses in front of them; Carl’s side did not. Was that
supposed to be a power play, a mind game, or an oversight?
“When you’re ready,” Ernest said, taking his seat.
Carl nodded. “As you know, we are the most efficient freight business in this country. Our deliveries arrive
faster and more intact than any other company. Surveys indicate that our drivers are the happiest and most
rested of any company. Every blue-collar worker here is where he wants to be. But, as in any business, there’s
inefficiency. Ours is with management.”
Pleasantly-bored eyebrows turned down at that, but Carl didn’t let that stop him. He knew the numbers,
most of them anyway, and he certainly knew the gist of it: people couldn’t be placed in the jobs they best
suited because they were the only ones who knew how to do their current job. Everyone was expected to pick
up their job as they went, which meant that everyone was learning from whoever did the job last. They
weren’t pooling knowledge and experience; they were risking it with every hiring or firing.
And they were weighing the company down.
At the end of the half-hour presentation, the board sat quietly. Carl sat opposite them, waiting and trying
not to smile like he’d just outmanaged the managers.
Ernest sat forward. “I think I speak for the whole panel when I say… well done, Carl. You’ve certainly given
us a lot to think about and I’m sure that we’ll be in touch with you very soon for some of the finer details.”
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There were general murmurs of yes and absolutely and, after a few minutes of pleasantries, the managers
left. Ernest waved them goodbye at the door then turned to Carl. “Wow, man. Really, I had chills. You really
did your research on that.”
Carl let out a huge breath, eyes closed. “It really went okay?”
“Tough but fair. Good work, pal. You’re on the fast track; I mean that.” Ernest wandered over and shook
his head. Carl got the feeling that, if they’d been closer and Ernest weren’t so stolid, he’d have clapped him on
the back.
“Well, I should get back to work, I guess,” Carl said. He picked the briefcase off the ground and made his
way to the door.
“Don’t get too much done,” Ernest said, smiling. “I’m taking you out for a celebratory lunch on the
company account, and I doubt we’ll be in any shape to work afterward.” Ernest started back toward Carl’s
desk. “Say, is that your briefcase?”
Carl hefted the case. “Nope. Some woman at breakfast stole mine, but dropped hers. I’m assuming she’ll
find my card and come to collect it. Until then, I’m keeping it. For collateral.”
“What’s in it?”
“A magical glowing light that gives me a headache.”
Ernest laughed. “Fine, don’t tell me.” He frowned as he spotted something ahead. A moment later, Carl
saw it too.
There were two men at his desk.
Two men in black suits.
The men from the cafe. Why were they here? How had they found him?
Actually, those were two questions Carl could answer. They were here for the briefcase. And they’d found
him because they had caught the girl and found one of his cards inside his briefcase.
Interesting.
Whose briefcase was he holding right now? The Suits’? The woman’s? Neither?
As the two Suits turned and faced them, Ernest asked, “Do you know these guys?”

If Carl drops the briefcase and legs it resulting in catastrophe, send “Rerun”. (Suits open briefcase and
cause storm)
If Carl tries to sneak away with the briefcase and Ernest betrays his position, send “Resneak”. (22ish)
If Carl explains to Ernest where he’s seen them and engages the Suits in pleasant conversation, turn to
page 79.
If Carl tries to negotiate the girl’s freedom in exchange for the briefcase and gets himself captured, send
“Rexchange”. (basically 165)
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Now was no time for heroics. Ernest was trapped and the building was unstable; those were the facts.
Carl couldn’t change either of them; the best he could do was make sure that he wasn’t another casualty.
Ernest yelled – at him, not in pain – when Carl turned away from him. He shouted something about “Carl”
and either “coward” or “how could you”. Carl couldn’t tell what the exact words were and had no intention of
stopping to ask for clarification. No doubt the stairwells were already in chaos. He’d need every second he
could get to make it out of this building alive.
The stairwell was, as expected, a mass of people pushing and scrambling. Carl joined the throng, putting
all his effort into making his way to the front. People pushed back at him and there was so much screaming.
Carl could no longer hear Ernest’s screams, which was a blessing, but he didn’t assume that that meant Ernest
had stopped.
His closest colleague was trapped beneath the rubble of a collapsing building, and he’d left him there. Carl
didn’t think he’d ever stop hearing Ernest’s accusatory screams.
That wasn’t a thought for now. He had to control himself: concentrate on getting out of the building. Step
one: don’t be trampled in the stampede on the stairs. To that end, Carl stopped trying to move forward –
everyone was going that direction anyway; he didn’t need to try – and instead shoved his way to the left side
of the throng.
That gave him a handrail as he went down the stairs, and that gave him the stability to not fall over, even
when the largish woman behind him fell forward. She slammed into his back but because Carl’s left hand was
firmly on the rail he spun left and grabbed the rail with his right hand too.
The woman tumbled past him, squealing. She took down two more people as she went. Carl leapt over
her groaning form. He hadn’t helped Ernest; he wasn’t about to start on strangers.
Another ten minutes had Carl on the ground floor, fleeing the building. And that was when he found his
next problem:
The storm was still going. Worse than ever. It had started to hail and there looked to be no break on the
horizon. What had started as a clear-skied summer day had turned into the end of the world in winter.
Was he really going to go out in that? But what was the alternative? Stay on the ground floor of the
building and hope it didn’t collapse on top of him?

If Carl flees the building into the storm, turn to page 121.
If Carl stays on the ground floor, send “Building”. (killed in building collapse)
If someone suggests something else, put it in here!
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Maybe it was the collapsed building. Maybe it was the impossible storm. Maybe it was all the screaming.
Maybe it was this whole day catching up with him. Whatever it was, Carl found himself more willing to put his
trust in emails from the future than he usually would have done.
“Carl!” Ernest screamed, knocking him out of his thoughts. “Free my hand!”
“Right, yes,” Carl said, glancing toward the bank of elevators and the stairwell and the bathroom.
Everyone was cramming their way down the fire stairs; the entrance to the toilets was completely clear. “I’ll be
right back.”
Carl ran for the bathroom. Behind him, Ernest shouted, “Carl! Carl! Come back here, you coward!”
Carl ignored him. Now that he’d decided to investigate the email, everything else seemed somehow less
real, less important; even Ernest. Surely whatever awaited him in the bathroom would make sense of this
horrible day.
The crowd had bottlenecked at the entrance to the stairs and people were still arriving; Carl had to push
against the flow of traffic to reach the bathroom, but when he was finally clear he ran down the little corridor
and came into the men’s bathroom.
There was a man in there. Nothing so unusual about that, he supposed, except that this man wasn’t at the
urinal or in one of the stalls. He was staring at the door.
Like he’d been waiting for him.
The man was bald on top, but still had dark hair surrounding each ear. He had a long hook-like nose but
was more chubby than thin. His eyes were brown and focussed, intense, intelligent. Carl rather felt that he was
the sort of man who took in everything at once and never missed a detail. He was dressed in a brown jacket
with elbow-patches and grey trousers. They didn’t really match, but Carl doubted that the man would care.
“Mister Wickam,” he said. There must have been something in Carl’s expression that made him sure
because it wasn’t a question. “My name is Henry Levenstein. I’m from the Marshall-Barney Research
Institute.” He glanced around them. “Perhaps we should talk somewhere safer.”
“Safer?” Carl asked, still somewhat dazed by the man’s familiar manner. Had they met somewhere
before? Did Levenstein know him? Should he recognise Levenstein?
“Yes,” Levenstein said. “Because this building will collapse in…” He checked his watch. “Twelve minutes.”
“That’s… precise.” What did Levenstein do, exactly? How did he know when the building would collapse?
Did he have something to do with its destruction? And what was with the creepy, greedy way that Levenstein
kept looking at him? He looked like a child coveting a toy.
“How do you know that?” Carl asked.
Levenstein started to reply, then reconsidered, and – after his eyes searched the entire bathroom – he
said, “For the same reason you’re here right now. I got an email from the future.”
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How did Levenstein know about that? Surely this wasn’t a joke; now wasn’t the time or place for silly
japes or pranks. Besides, Carl wasn’t sure that Levenstein had a sense of humour. From the look in his alwayssearching eyes, Carl guessed that the man never stopped thinking, never stopped calculating the odds of what
was about to happen.
“I sent you an email?” Carl asked.
“You?” Levenstein sounded shocked; his expression softened to amusement. “No, Mister Wickam. I
received an email from Susan. She said you saved her. Now we really do have to go.”

If Carl goes with Levenstein, turn to page 81.
If Carl questions Levenstein some more, turn to page 119.
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Right on cue, the woman looked behind her, said “Shit,” stole his briefcase, and ran out the cafe’s other
door.
And right on cue, two men stormed into the cafe, ruining the morning’s remaining peace. Their
sunglasses’d eyes spotted the woman heading out the back and ran toward her.
Carl cast a glance at his smashed coffee cup and stood to go. As he did, he slid his chair into the aisle and
the Suits, travelling too fast to dodge it or stop, collided with it and ended up in a heap on the cafe floor.
“Oh, damn, I’m sorry,” Carl said. He held out a hand to help up one of the Suits. “I didn’t see you there.”
The Suit yanked himself up by Carl’s hand. The man was definitely muscled beneath the tailored jacket.
He could easily have thrown Carl taken Carl in a bar fight, but he was too preoccupied with leaping over the
chair and chasing the girl.
The other Suit had struggled to his feet and now chased his partner out the door without so much as a
second glance at Carl.
Carl sat back down, left the money for his meal, picked up the suitcase – unsurprisingly heavy – and
paused. Should he open it? Peek maybe? Or…
No. He wasn’t opening it. He’d learned his lesson, or had an intuition that it wouldn’t help, or something.
Some strong feeling that leaving the case closed was the smart thing to do now. And, since the woman had his
briefcase it seemed only fair that he keep hers rather than hand it in at the cafe. When she wanted her case
back, all she had to do was look inside his briefcase and find one of his business cards.
Carl glanced at his watch. Time for work. Hefting the black briefcase, Carl left the cafe and walked to
work. It was a nice building. Big, tall, impressive. Well, as big, tall, or impressive as these things got in Adelaide.
It tried. It wasn’t bad when compared with the buildings alongside it.
Oh, crap, now it sounded like he had building envy.
As he passed through the glass doors he entered a world of air conditioning and sterility. Everything was
glass or black or white. No shades of grey. Nothing more than a few years old. Nothing that might make them
look anything less than chique and modern. A company on the rise.
If only they did something more interesting than transport.
Still the cafe woman ran through his head. How had he known what she was going to say? Did they share
a connection, an unspoken bond? Some unrequited love wouldn’t go amiss, assuming it got requited
sometime soon.
Smiling (which was a change of pace for the day), Carl pushed the button for the third floor, endured the
lift ride, and found his desk. He’d see the woman again, he knew. It was more than just a feeling. It might have
been destiny, but since Carl had never had a destiny before he wasn’t sure.
He had half an hour until the meeting, but without his notes to go over there wasn’t much to do to
prepare so instead he checked his email. The only new message since last night was from
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Carl.Wickam@moveitbuster.com, which was odd. That was his email account. He didn’t remember sending
himself an email. Especially since apparently it had been sent this evening. Did the computers run on one of
the American time zones or something? He’d have to ask the IT department.
The message said: “Remember: When you gotta go, you gotta go. Don’t do anything stupid. Trust her.”
Nice and cryptic. Just what he needed: another distraction right before his presentation.
“Carl?” Ernest said, appeared beside his desk. “You ready for the big presentation?”

If Carl tells his boss the truth that he lost his notes, turn to page 52.
If Carl forges forward with bravado and lies, turn to page 45.
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“Am I ready for the presentation?” Carl asked. “Uh, actually there’s been a slight snag. When I was at
breakfast, some woman stole my briefcase with all my notes in it.”
“You don’t have backups?” Ernest asked.
“Not nicely written up on little cards.” Wow. It sounded pretty sissy when he said it like that. “Not that it
matters, I suppose: it’s nearly nine-thirty.”
Ernest pushed thick-rimmed glasses further up his nose. “I was just about to say that,” he said.
Carl picked up the heavy briefcase and nodded for Ernest to lead the way. He felt slightly worse for telling
the truth and bringing up the memory of the woman in the café, but he couldn’t feel too bad when he knew he
was going to see her again soon.
However that was going to happen.
Now that she was back in his head, though, Carl couldn’t get her out of it: the way she ran, the look on
her face, the words she’d spoken; the words he’d known she was going to speak. Why had she given him the
briefcase? How was he supposed to find her? How had he known what she was going to say?
Their destination, Meeting Room One, was decked out with four chairs: three on one side of a large glasstopped table and one on the other. Two of those chairs were already occupied by men twenty years Carl’s
senior. The three places on the bosses’ side of the table had water glasses in front of them; Carl’s side did not.
Was that a power play, a mind game, or an oversight?
Somehow, it seemed very childish now that the world contained men in dark suits and damsels in
distress.
“When you’re ready,” Ernest said, taking his seat.
Carl nodded, but he couldn’t remember how the presentation started. But he could remember not
remembering, as if in some half-forgotten dream. And he could remember remembering, as if in another
dream. He tried to focus on that one, but it didn’t seem to work like that (whatever “it” was).
Best to cut right to the facts. “We’re inefficient,” he said. “Our drivers are happy and our deliveries arrive
on time, but our management is… awful.”
Unpleasantly-bored eyebrows turned down at that. This wasn’t going well. And now Carl couldn’t stop
thinking about the briefcase that he’d brought with him. What was the golden light inside? What had been
happening (possibly twice), back at the café?
“I’ve managed to lose the statistics,” Carl said, “but I’ll have a copy of them for you later today.”
This wasn’t going well, but Carl found he didn’t really care. This meeting was no longer the most
important thing that would happen today. Its outcome wouldn’t actually affect him that much, he knew.
Somehow.
“Actually,” he said, “there’s not much point having this meeting, is there?”
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“Pardon?” asked one of the managers. A stuffy type. Carl realised he’d never really liked him, but then the
manager had never given him a reason to.
“I gotta go,” Carl said.
Wait… That sounded familiar. Where had he heard that recently? Oh yeah.
That email from himself in the future had said “When you gotta go, you gotta go.”
“Would you like us to reschedule?” Ernest asked, staring hard at Carl. Probably trying to urge him to agree
with whatever he said, for the sake of his job. “Give you time to find those notes you lost.”

If Carl reschedules the meeting and goes back to work, send Reschedule. (Suits find him at his desk, give
him the options from page 15)
If Carl abandons the meeting and goes to the bathroom, turn to page 86.
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At this stage, and after that presentation, some tact and repentance was probably for the best. No point
acting all big and brave when it might cost him his job. If he’d done something worth standing up for, he’d
have stood up; but he hadn’t. His presentation had been awful because he’d been too preoccupied with a
woman from a café. Hardly a fitting reason.
Ernest didn’t say anything until they were both seated. The view behind Ernest’s desk was of the Adelaide
skyline. It wasn’t a massive skyline, but impressive enough from here: the Post Office clock, the Westpac
building, that tall building that was black, the crappy-looking brown one, and Victoria Square.
Down below, people buzzed about their lives. Trams with hideous roofs jangled down King William Street.
Cars passed. Life, in short, went on.
Carl registered it all with the dull shock of one who has been told to stand in front of a brick wall and put
on this blindfold.
“Before you begin,” Carl said, “I want to apologise for my presentation. I’d… I’d run it through in front of
the mirror and it was always better than that. But I’d had my notes then. That’s not an excuse, I’m just… I
guess I’m rambling, actually. I just wanted you to know that I didn’t mean to make you look stupid for trusting
me and I didn’t mean to do such a shit job. I’m sorry.”
Ernest nodded into his desk, avoiding eye contact. Apparently Carl’s speech hadn’t made what he was
about to say any easier.
“Carl,” Ernest began, then stopped. He sighed to himself. “This isn’t easy for me.”
“I know,” Carl said. “Again: very sorry.”
“I was expecting more from you. The others were at least expecting some new and interesting ideas, but
I’m not sure you even had any of those. The whole thing was thoroughly… lacking.”
There wasn’t anything to say, unless he wanted to apologise again, so Carl just shrugged. He’d like to say
he’d done the best he could, but he knew that wasn’t true. His best was when he wasn’t distracted by
attractive women when he should be focussing on his career.
Ernest stared past Carl’s shoulder, then shook his head again. He removed his thick-framed glasses. “I’m
sorry, Carl; I like you, but…”
“But someone has to pay for that god-awful presentation?” Carl finished so Ernest wouldn’t have to.
Ernest nodded. “You’re not fired,” he said. “But you’re off the fast track. If I were you, I’d lie low for a
couple of years. Maybe after that they’ll forget about it all. That’s the best you can hope for.”
“What’s the worst?” Carl asked.
Ernest hesitated. “You become a water-cooler story. ‘Hey, remember that Carl guy; did that crappy
presentation; whatever happened to him’. That kind of thing.”
“Yeah. That would be pretty bad,” Carl agreed. He stood to go. At least he wasn’t fired. There was that.
On the other hand, his career was in the toilet. One more thing he hadn’t accomplished in life.
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Carl left the office quietly; Ernest had real work to be getting on with. He didn’t need him clogging up the
place with his useless apologies. How much of the blame would splash back on Ernest? He didn’t deserve that,
but Carl couldn’t think of a way to help without shifting more of the blame onto himself.
“Mister Wickam?” Ernest’s secretary said. Or receptionist. Or personal assistant. Or whatever they called
sweet young things that took messages and answered phones these politically correct days. “Apparently there
are two gentlemen waiting for you at your desk downstairs.”
Carl frowned, but he had an idea who they were. “Do you know who they are or what they want?”
“They want to talk to you,” the receptionist said. “Why? Is there someone you’re trying to avoid?”
Today? Everyone. If these were the men from the café (and who else would they be, on a day like this?),
what did they want with him? Probably nothing good. Because if they were here, that must mean they’d
caught up with the woman from the café and stolen his briefcase off her.
But then, maybe they were justified in that. He didn’t know anything about the woman, or about the
men. Maybe he should just go… leave the problems for someone else to sort out.
Go… Why did that sound familiar? That was right: that was what the email from himself had said. When
you gotta go, you gotta go.

If Carl goes downstairs to greet the visitors, turn to page 77.
If Carl takes the elevator to the ground floor and leaves, turn to page 104.
If Carl goes to the bathroom, turn to page 208.
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When the four-wheel drive hit, everything slowed down. Tiny details that Carl never would have thought
he’d remember struck him and stayed with him for the rest of his life: the weightlessness; the seatbelt cutting
into him; the look on the other driver’s face that was somewhere between horror and apology.
Then everything sped up, too fast, and he couldn’t keep up. Glass cut into his face, and the steering wheel
hit him in the chest, and the car spun, and he was hurled forward and back. An instant later it all seemed to be
over and the only sounds were the continued crashing of the hail on the roof of his car.
No, not the roof. He was sideways, falling toward the passenger’s door, which was against the bitumen.
The hail was hitting the driver’s door and coming through the smashed window to hit him.
Carl tried to raise a hand to shield his face from the worst of it, but his right arm didn’t respond. There
was some dull pain there, too. What was that from? He looked to see if his arm had been hit by a shard of
glass or something.
Worse.
Somehow during the crash, Carl’s right arm had become wedged between the door – twisted very out of
shape by the four-wheel drive – and the driver’s seat. And now he couldn’t get it free.
As he sat, sensation started to return to him. The first was the seatbelt rubbing and cutting into his neck;
holding him in place. Next was a hard thump in his chest, probably from the steering wheel. Then came his
arm and Carl wished it hadn’t. Every movement was agony. It felt too fat – thick and filled with blood – and
whenever he tried to wriggle it free it was like poking a giant bruise or a pimple. Or a bruised pimple.
But worse.
Carl closed his eyes and tried to summon the strength to ignore the pain and tug his arm free.
“Buddy!” someone shouted. “Don’t move!”
A man in a now-soaking suit appeared in front of Carl’s car and looked in. The man’s face fell when he saw
the situation, but he didn’t freak out or leave, which was nice.
“Are you hurt?”
“My arm’s stuck.” Carl tugged his right arm, hoping to catch it off guard. Either he didn’t pull hard enough
or it was too well held; Carl wasn’t sure which. But his arm punished him for failing.
“Can you feel your legs?” the man asked. “Did you lose consciousness?”
“I don’t think so,” Carl said. “And my legs are fine.” To double-check, Carl wiggled his toes. He could feel
them move inside his shoes.
“Right. We’ve called an ambulance.” The man didn’t sound confident. How busy must the emergency
services be in this weather?
“How long?” Carl asked.
“They said a car crash was fairly low priority,” he admitted. “But—”
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“No buts.” Carl threw his arm forward with all the strength he had. This time, it came free. Then the blood
rushed into his hand and the pain soared for a second.
“…k at me!”
The man in a suit was in front of him, sideways. No, that was right, he was sideways and the man was the
right way up. He was still in the car, then. And still in his seat.
“You okay?” the man asked. After a few seconds, he added, “Don’t scare me like that.”
Carl brought his right arm up. There was a thick black line of bruising or internal bleeding just below the
elbow, and everything handward of that was white and numb. Carl tried touching it with his other hand. That
regained some feeling, but the only feeling was pain, so he stopped.
Still the rain continued.
“We have to get out of the weather,” Carl said. If he didn’t, he’d probably catch hypothermia to add to his
bruises and probably-broken arm and ribs.
“All right,” the man said. He crouched and entered the car, squatting with his shoulder against the
passenger’s seat; directly below Carl. “Can you get your legs around?”
Carl couldn’t. There was no way his legs would clear the steering wheel, which meant that as soon as they
released the seatbelt he’d fall onto his helper.
“No,” he said. “I’m Carl, by the way.”
“Tony.” Tony nodded: whenever Carl was ready.
Carl pushed the seatbelt release and dropped. His weight crushed Tony from a squat to a sit, and Carl
heard glass tinkling as it slid against the bitumen. When Tony had had a moment to recover, he lifted Carl as
best he could and started guiding his head into the back seat. Soon enough, his legs were clear of the steering
wheel and Carl was being pulled from the car by a group of helpers who had emerged from the shelter of
nearby shops.
They carried him out of the car and dashed across to a nearby women’s shoe store, but everyone was
soaked to the skin and most were bruised from the hail. Carl was laid on the ground and Tony gave him a
better look-over. He seemed to be acting as the group’s medic.
“You might have a concussion,” Tony said after a while. “You definitely have broken ribs, and that arm
doesn’t look good. And there’s the lacerations, but they’re not such a worry.”
“How far away is the nearest hospital?” Carl asked. Now that Tony had confirmed his broken ribs, it was
harder to breathe.
“Three blocks,” Tony said.

If Carl waits in the shoe store for the ambulance, turn to page 88.
If Carl walks himself to the hospital, send “Texas Ranger”. (walk; eventual options to amputate or die)
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No, he was here. What were the odds someone would send a joke email like that on a day like this?
Between the woman at the café, the presentation, and the storm, this was undoubtedly the most important
day of his life. He couldn’t give up on the message from the future.
Especially since, by now, he probably couldn’t have made it to the exits anyway.
So Carl stayed in the near-pitch black bathroom, scrambling for a clue with his tiny keyring flashlight.
There was nothing on or near any of the stalls. The urinal contained nothing that could be considered a
message. The hand basins were empty. Nothing was written on the mirror.
There was nothing. Absolutely nothing.
Carl heard the building creak and groan beneath him. He’d squandered what little time he’d had on some
mystical goose chase. And he hadn’t even caught any mystical geese.
Well, nothing for it now. Carl approached the frosted floor-to-ceiling window and tried to spy anything in
the gloom, but the rain and hail outside was so thick and heavy that he couldn’t. Usually the wall was a bright
pane; today it might as well be another wall.
Carl sighed. The day had been so promising: lovely weather, a cute girl wanting to talk to him, the
presentation had gone well. But now… now there was no point dwelling on the past, or even the present. No
point dwelling now. The only thing to do was try to remember the good times and decide where he wanted to
die.
The centre stall seemed the best idea. It had always been his favourite. Strange, now, to think that he’d
had a favourite stall. Weren’t they all the same? What should it matter? Yet it did: he’d never liked being
against the window, just in case someone somewhere could see him sitting there. Oh, the glass was far too
frosted for them to see anything, but they might know that someone was doing their business and that was
somehow unsettling to him.
Maybe there was some deep psychological reason he liked the centre stall. Maybe it was middle of the
road, average, ordinary. That was him all right.
Carl lowered the toilet’s lid and sat. He didn’t bother closing the door. Then he waited. Times like these, it
would have been nice to believe in some sort of god to pray or appeal to for his safety, but he still had his
principles. If he didn’t believe in a god when times were good, he shouldn’t go starting now that his life was—
The building shook and Carl heard it crack. It didn’t drop straight down, but instead Carl heard everything
above him – directly above him – break. He looked up.
The building was moving. There was a deep crack about a foot above his head, like someone had crudely
split the level in half. This top section was moving. To his right, toward the centre of the building, Carl could
hear heavy noises of bending steel and crumbling concrete, and above him the muted were travelling right.
The building had fractured, broken at the knees, and was now slumping to the right. And Carl was sitting a
foot below the knees.

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 59

Carl covered his head with his hands and ducked and ran out of the stall as the ceiling lifted up a couple of
feet and started its slide right. Chunks of concrete were falling loose as the upper building grinded against the
lower. The noise was immense, everywhere, deafening…
But Carl could see.
Why could he see?
He looked left. The frosted glass panel was gone, shattered at some stage. Somewhat dazed, Carl
approached the edge and looked out.
The rain continued, as did the hail. The end of the world had still come. Carl wished that the people who
owned the land beside his building had got their act together and built it already. Then he might have been
able to jump onto it. The empty lot wouldn’t help hi—
Hold on. Was that a bouncy castle? There was a large blue rectangle on the cleared ground beside the
building and Carl thought he could see hail bouncing off it.
Well, it was worth a shot, wasn’t it?

If Carl leaps from the building onto the blue rectangle, turn to page 92.
If Carl stays in the building, send “Enjoying the ride”. (die in crash)

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 60

When the four-wheel drive hit, everything slowed down. Tiny details that Carl never would have thought
he’d remember struck him and stayed with him for the rest of his life: the weightlessness; the seatbelt cutting
into him; the look on the other driver’s face that was somewhere between horror and apology.
Then everything sped up, too fast, and he couldn’t keep up. Glass cut into his face, and the steering wheel
hit him in the chest, and the car spun, and he was hurled forward and back. An instant later it all seemed to be
over and the only sounds were the continued crashing of the hail on the roof of his car.
No, not the roof. He was sideways, falling toward the passenger’s door, which was against the bitumen.
The hail was hitting the driver’s door and coming through the smashed window to hit him.
Carl raised his right arm to shield his face from the worst of it, then evaluated the damage. His face felt
cut, but not bleeding hard. His shirt, likewise, bore the cuts of broken glass, and his chest hurt when he pushed
on it. Maybe a broken rib or two. His seatbelt, bearing all his weight, was rubbing and cutting into his neck. On
the whole, not too bad.
Then he tried to move his feet to get himself free. His feet didn’t respond. That wasn’t good. Carl ignored
the stinging rain for the moment and rubbed his legs. The steering wheel was cutting off circulation. Hopefully
once he was free his sensation would return. Hopefully.
“Buddy!” someone shouted. “Don’t move!”
A man in a now-soaking suit appeared in front of Carl’s car and looked in. The man’s face fell when he saw
the situation, but he didn’t freak out or leave, which was nice.
“Are you hurt?”
“I can’t feel my legs.” Carl shoved the steering wheel, but couldn’t budge it from his legs. Either he didn’t
push hard enough or it was too well held; Carl wasn’t sure which.
“Did you lose consciousness?” the man asked.
“I don’t think so,” Carl said.
“Right. We’ve called an ambulance.” The man didn’t sound confident. How busy must the emergency
services be in this weather?
“How long?” Carl asked.
“They said a car crash was fairly low priority,” he admitted. “But—”
“No buts.” Carl threw all his strength against the steering wheel and, with the snap of plastic, it tore loose.
Blood rushed into his legs and the pain soared for a second.
“…k at me!”
The man in a suit was in front of him, sideways. No, that was right, he was sideways and the man was the
right way up. He was still in the car, then. And still in his seat.
“You okay?” the man asked. After a few seconds, he added, “Don’t scare me like that.”
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Carl looked at his legs. There was no blood soaking through his trousers; that was good. He tried touching
them where the steering wheel had hit. That caused a flare of pain, so he stopped.
Still the rain continued.
“We have to get out of the weather,” Carl said. If he didn’t, he’d probably catch hypothermia to add to his
bruises and probably-broken ribs and legs.
“All right,” the man said. He crouched and entered the car, squatting with his shoulder against the
passenger’s seat; directly below Carl. “Can you get your legs around?”
Carl couldn’t. Even if he could move them, there was no way his legs would clear the steering wheel,
which meant that as soon as they released the seatbelt he’d fall onto his helper.
“No,” he said. “I’m Carl, by the way.”
“Tony.” Tony nodded: whenever Carl was ready.
Carl pushed the seatbelt release and dropped. His weight crushed Tony from a squat to a sit, and Carl
heard glass tinkling as it slid against the bitumen. When Tony had had a moment to recover, he lifted Carl as
best he could and started guiding his head into the back seat. Soon enough, his legs were pulled clear of the
steering wheel and the group of helpers who had emerged from the shelter of nearby shops grasped them and
carried him out of the wreckage.
They dashed with him to a nearby women’s shoe store, but everyone was soaked to the skin and most
were bruised from the hail. Carl was laid on the ground and Tony gave him a better look-over, which included
removing his trousers and examining his legs. He seemed to be the group’s medic.
“You might have a concussion,” Tony said after a while. “You definitely have broken ribs, and your legs
don’t look good. And there’s the lacerations, but they’re not such a worry.”
“How far away is the nearest hospital?” Carl asked. Now that Tony had confirmed his broken ribs, it was
harder to breathe.
“Three blocks,” Tony said.

If Carl waits in the shoe store for the ambulance, turn to page 142.
If Carl convinces the others to carry him to the hospital, send “Rickshaw”. (hospital gives option to
amputate or die)
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First order of the day: a hot drink. Hot chocolate, Carl thought. With marshmallows. Or, more likely, it
would be a cup of marshmallows filled in with hot chocolate, but so what? This was his day; he could do
whatever he wanted with it.
Ten minutes later, Carl settled in front of the TV, his hot chocolate in hand. This might make up for the
smashed coffee, but he doubted it. Still, if not for that woman at the café spilling his coffee all over him, he’d
be at work right now. Perhaps he should be thankful.
Yes, he should be. Any day he wasn’t at work was a good day. Today was shaping up to be an excellent
day.
Carl checked the TV guide, but there was nothing good on. Why should there be, at nine o’clock in the
morning? Should he borrow a DVD? Or get around to watching some of those shows he’d taped and never
watched? Something in front of the idiot box was warranted, so Carl flicked it on.
Instead of daytime TV, though, there was a news report. Something about a storm over the foothills that
was spreading cityward. Carl didn’t really care, so he turned over to the hard-disk recorder and found a
programme he’d taped two months ago. Something about sleep which made him want to sleep himself. In
fact, he was halfway to dozing off on the couch when the hammering started.
Where was it coming from? Everywhere? Above him! Was there someone on his roof? Surely not, and
certainly not – there was too much noise. There would have to be a hundred people with two hundred
hammers to make that racquet.
Carl levered himself off the couch and wandered to the window. As far as he could see, there was rain.
Thick, angry rain. Weird; it had been blue skies when he’d started his sleep programme. Had he fallen asleep?
No, because it was still playing. It had only been running for about ten minutes. So where had this weather
come from?
Carl sat back on the couch and switched back to the news. On screen was a satellite map of Adelaide
showing the depth of the cloud cover. Everything from Carl’s house in Findon to the foothills was dark blue.
But where the blue ended, white prevailed. There was no gradual shift, no intermittent cloud. Either there was
rain or there were clear skies.
The storm, which had started somewhere in Burnside according to the satellite images and the
somewhat-hesitant newswoman, was spreading faster than the wind, apparently. It should reach the city
centre in about ten minutes. No one knew where the clouds had come from. Apparently it was impossible to
come on at this time of year, or this suddenly, or this violently.
But it had.
With the impossible storm had come car accidents and power outages. Emergency services were pushed
well past their limit, and there were isolated reports of looting. Everyone was being urged to stay in their
homes or, if they were outside, to find shelter and wait for it all to blow over.
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Carl half-expected them to cross to an evangelist who could rant about this being the End of Days or
something. God’s judgement for the sin of the world.
Instead the report rolled around again, going over the same facts because they couldn’t cut to
commercial. So they reiterated the storm’s point of origin, and told people to stay indoors, and recounted the
death tally. So far there were only three confirmed deaths, the results of traffic accidents on the suddenlyhaily roads.
Suddenly Carl was very glad he’d decided to stay home. He’d be out there, caught in the middle of that, if
he’d been a more honest person. He might very well have been one of those casualties.
For the next ten minutes, Carl sat glued to the TV. The storm hit the city.
The reporters knew what was coming, and every station had all their spare cameras pointing at the city to
catch the very moment the storm hit the buildings.
It didn’t disappoint. There was footage of people scrambling for cover, and the assembled masses staring
stupefied at the oncoming rain, and car windshields being smashed by the hail.
Then the buildings started to fall.
Lightning struck the old town hall. Something like an earthquake or shockwave happened – the
newswoman reported that it may have been the buildings rapidly cooling – and the buildings themselves
shook. The tallest ones – like the one where Carl worked – didn’t always survive. So far the Move It, Buster!
headquarters were intact, so far as Carl could tell, but the Westpac building had already gone down and an
ugly old brown building that housed the Department of Education had fallen against the building next to it.
Carl just stared at the screen. What the hell could he do?

If Carl continues watching TV, turn to page 170.
If Carl does something else, send it in!
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Carl watched the stranger walk away. Was the man really so offended by a little swearing? Carl knew
people were uptight in the past – except perhaps the sixties, which he hoped he’d be sent to next – but surely
they’d had swear words since the dawn of language.
Whatever. It hardly mattered. What mattered was that, somehow, Carl was in Adelaide in eighteen-thirtyeight. Time for exploring; rhyme and reason could wait a while. And at least there were no grunting creatures
attacking him here.
But what to see? He could just cruise and look at random buildings, but that seemed like a waste. Carl
pulled out his mobile and started snapping photos of the buildings, not that he’d have anyone to show them to
once – or if – he arrived back in his own time. Showing them to anyone would lead to doctors and psych tests
and white jackets that he couldn’t escape from.
Carl wandered, smiling. This was like being in Back to the Future. Except without all the guns and
cowboys. He was surprised to find that King William Street was as wide as ever, but made of dirt. An
informative plaque told him that it had been named only the year before for the king at the time.
Also surprising was that most of the buildings were already two or three stories high, and many looked
much the same as they did in his time (only newer now, obviously).
Without realising where he’d been going, Carl found himself in front of his workplace. Or, in front of
where his work would be in a hundred and eighty years.
The town hall and post office didn’t exist yet, but Victoria Square was where it should have been – even if
it didn’t look like he remembered it – and this was definitely the spot. Carl stopped beside a horse and carriage
and pulled out his mobile.
Odd to think that his job didn’t exist yet. That everyone he knew didn’t exist yet. Just him.
He snapped another couple of photos, then the golden light flared at the edges of his vision. Carl
scrunched his eyes shut, but it was inside his eyes as well and soon—
Car horn!
Carl opened his eyes to see a car coming straight for him. An old-fashion car: something from the twenties
or thirties maybe, with the square cloth roof and skinny tyres and a bonnet that lifted up at the sides instead
of at the front. The driver jammed on the brakes, but he wouldn’t stop in time.
Carl threw himself toward the sidewalk. There was one now, not dirt. Oh, and the Town Hall had been
built.
The car screeched past, missing him by a foot or so. The driver – a man so young Carl wouldn’t have
thought was old enough to drive – jumped out the moment the car stopped and ran back to him. “Sorry!” he
shouted. He was dressed in a suit and Carl had no doubt that there would be a hat in that car somewhere. “I
didn’t see you there.”
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The young man stretched a hand out and helped Carl to his feet. His face was familiar, but maybe that
was just the style of the time: slicked-back hair, black suit, white handkerchief sticking out of the pocket.
“That’s all right,” Carl said. “It was my fault. I should have looked.”
“Can I give you a lift somewhere? To make it up to you?”
Car would be a faster way to see the historic city before the inevitable golden flash…
“Sure. Where are you heading?”
“Shaster and Klein,” the young man said. “I have a job interview there in an hour.”
Why did that name sound familiar? Oh, yeah: his grandfather had worked for them all his life. They were a
dinky little accounting firm that… that…
That was why the man’s face was familiar. Carl had seen it before, all through his childhood, but never in
colour. It was always in black and white, framed, on the mantelpiece or bookshelf.
This was his grandfather. His grandfather at about sixteen, about to start his working life and still twenty
years before he’d meet Carl’s grandmother.
His grandfather spotted him staring. “Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked.

If Carl tells the truth, send “Papa didn’t raise no liar”. (man doesn’t believe him; flash soon thereafter)
If Carl makes up a reason, turn to page 345.
If Carl tries to kill his grandfather, turn to page 100.
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It seemed foolish to put his faith in an email from his future self, but today wasn’t making a whole lot of
sense, so Carl decided that it was probably best to trust in crazy instead of logical.
He waited the agonising two seconds for the stampede of office workers to reach him, then slipped into
the crowd as they ran for the elevators and stairs. When they shoved open the door to the stairs, though, Carl
hugged the wall and ran for the passage that led to the bathrooms. With any luck the Suits wouldn’t see him
crouched down and would follow the stampede to the ground floor before they realised their mistake.
Carl pushed open the door to the men’s room. There was a man in there. Nothing so unusual about that,
he supposed, except that this man wasn’t at the urinal or in one of the stalls. He was staring at the door.
Like he’d been waiting for him.
The man was bald on top, but still had dark hair surrounding each ear. He had a long hook-like nose but
was more chubby than thin. His eyes were brown and focussed, intense, intelligent. Carl rather felt that he was
the sort of man who took in everything at once and never missed a detail. He was dressed in a brown jacket
with elbow-patches and grey trousers. They didn’t really match, but Carl doubted that the man would care.
“Mister Wickam,” he said. There must have been something in Carl’s expression that made him sure,
because it wasn’t a question. “My name is Henry Levenstein. I’m from the Marshall-Barney Research
Institute.”
“The what?” Carl asked, still somewhat dazed by the man’s familiar manner. Had they met somewhere
before? Did Levenstein know him? Should he recognise Levenstein? Because he didn’t.
“We’re a scientific research institute,” Levenstein said. “Ah, I see you still have our briefcase. Excellent.”
“Your briefcase?” Parroting wasn’t the most original idea, but it was the only one Carl could think of.
“Yes. And believe me, I’m very glad you’ve kept it safe. If you’d given it to… those gentlemen…”
Levenstein trailed off, then smiled. “But you didn’t. You good boy you.”
“If you’re not going to give me a treat, I suggest you stop talking to me like I’m a dog.”
“Sorry. I’m not used to talking to… people. I tend to work mostly alone. On complex things.”
“Yeah, you’re very intelligent, I get it.”
“You haven’t opened that, have you?” Levenstein asked suddenly, staring at the briefcase.
“No. How do I know it’s yours?”
Levenstein smiled. “Good question. And one I don’t have an answer for. That briefcase was never meant
to leave the Institute, so we didn’t bother stamping it with our logo. Or security devices. I somewhat regret
that, now. Should have foreseen that someone would make a play for it; live and learn.”
For all his supposed intelligence, Levenstein didn’t follow simple conversation well. “How… do… I… know…
this… is… yours?”
“You don’t,” Levenstein said. “So either you can trust me or you can go downstairs and hand it to the men
who were, I assume, responsible for the gunshot I heard earlier.”
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Well, at least Levenstein seemed less threatening that the Suits. But that didn’t really answer any of his
questions, like what was in this damned heavy briefcase? What had Ernest died for? Who was the woman
from the café? What had happened to her?
He checked his watch. “We need to go.”
“Go where?”
“The elevator. In two minutes, we ride it to the top floor, then to the ground floor. By then, the
gentlemen will have vacated the lobby and we can escape.”
“How do you know that?” Carl asked.
Levenstein started to reply, then reconsidered, and – after his eyes searched the entire bathroom – he
said, “The same way you knew to come here instead of blend in with the crowd. I got an email from the
future.”
How did Levenstein know about that? Surely this wasn’t a joke; now wasn’t the time or place for silly
japes or pranks. Besides, Carl wasn’t sure that Levenstein had a sense of humour. From the look in his alwayssearching eyes, Carl guessed that the man never stopped thinking, never stopped calculating the odds of what
was about to happen.
“I sent you an email?” Carl asked.
“You?” Levenstein sounded shocked; his expression softened to amusement. “Don’t be daft. I received an
email from Susan. She said you saved her. Now we really do have to go.”

If Carl goes with Levenstein, turn to page 95.
If Carl questions Levenstein some more, send “Twenty Questions or Less”. (same questions as are
answered en route to the lab, but Carl dies in the building collapse)
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“Well, we can’t walk him three blocks through that hail,” Carl said. “We barely got him out of the car and
in here without injury.”
The medic nodded. “I’m Tony, by the way.” They shook hands. “Hell of a brave thing you did out there.
Straight into the storm to rescue him. Wish I were that brave.”
“You’re the doctor now, Tony,” Carl said. “We need you to stay with the wounded, not go risking yourself.
Oh, and I’m Carl.”
The boy finally freed himself of the throng and ran to his father’s side. “Dad?”
“He’s going to be okay,” Tony said, probably because that was the sort of thing you said.
“Really?”
“Sure, kid,” Carl said. “He just needs to rest a bit.”
“What’s with the weather?” the boy asked, staring out the shoe shop’s front window at the storm raging
outside.
That was a good question, really. Where had it come from? What had caused it? Carl suspected that the
only way he’d find out the answers was by listening to the news, and there wasn’t much chance of that until
he made his way home. And there wasn’t much chance of that so long as the storm lasted.
And so they set to waiting. The exchanged names and stories – the woman in the business suit was called
Jane; the kid was called Joseph and his unconscious father was Dave. Most people were on their way to work
or school when the storm hit. Like Carl, they hadn’t seen it coming. The day had seemed so calm and pleasant.
Jane had been listening to the radio on her Walkman as she’d walked, and had the best idea what was
going on. “The storm started in Burnside somewhere. Came out of nowhere.” She paused, staring into space.
“It’s probably hit the city by now.” She pulled the Walkman out of her bag and plugged herself in.
That killed conversation. If that storm had been this bad on the ground, how bad was it a couple of
storeys up? How many buildings had collapsed? What was the death toll?
“God,” Jane said. Carl guessed she was in her mid-forties, but the bags under her eyes made her look
closer to sixty now. “The Telstra building has collapsed.”
Carl could see the Telstra building from his workplace. It was across the street. And it was something like
twenty storeys tall. How many people would have been inside? Had they been told to evacuate, or to stay
indoors?
Jane wasn’t finished. “Apparently it hit the Commonwealth building on the way down.”
Silence. Just the hail on the roof of the shop and on the bitumen outside.
“Fuck,” Tony said.
More silence.
“Yeah,” Carl said eventually.
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And that was all there was to say. After another half an hour, Dave regained consciousness. Tony rushed
over to him and fussed with asking questions about where the pain was and how severe. Carl didn’t really pay
attention to them; what good was it to save one man when hundreds – or thousands – must have died or right
now lay dying.
“How long is this storm going to last?” Carl asked Jane. “Are they saying?”
Jane pulled her earphones out. “Not really. They don’t know what caused it. It can’t exist, either,
apparently. Totally impossible.” She stared out at the thumping hail. “Yet here it is.”
So the experts had no idea how long the hail would last? Carl didn’t want to be trapped in a women’s
shoe store for the whole day. Or what if it was longer than a day? What if the rain never stopped? What if the
whole city flooded?
Maybe it would be best to get out of here. Tony could take care of Dave; he didn’t need Carl.

If Carl stays with the group, turn to page 97.
If Carl leaves the group, send “Goto” and then the place he goes.
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The driver still hadn’t recovered consciousness; they couldn’t risk just waiting here for an ambulance to
turn up, especially when the emergency service personnel had basically told them to give up hope.
“We need to get him to a hospital,” Carl said.
The man in the soaked shirt shook his head. “Three blocks through that hail?” he asked. “We barely made
it from the car into this shop.”
“Help isn’t coming to us, so we go to the help. Unless you can guarantee me that he’s going to be okay…”
The man didn’t say anything. He glanced over at the unconscious man, then at the man’s son. The boy
finally freed himself of the throng and ran to his father’s side. “Dad?”
“He’s going to be okay,” Tony said, probably because that was the sort of thing you said.
“Really?”
“Once we get him to a hospital, yes,” Carl said. “Can you help us do that?”
The boy nodded. He had a mop of red curly hair that bounced as his head went up and down.
“What’s your name?”
“Joseph,” he said. “My dad’s Dave.”
“Right, Jo, well we’re going to help your dad, but we need something to carry him on. Can you look
around for something we can put him on? A big sheet or a stretcher or something?”
“Sure.” Joseph ran off to search the shoe store.
Carl turned to Tony. “We need something to keep the rain off him. At least off his head and chest.”
Tony glared. “And you expect me to run off and find it?”
“You can stay here and be useless, or you can come along and help.”
“Have you looked outside today?” Tony asked. “It’s not a good day to go for a stroll!”
“They don’t know where it came from,” said the woman in the business suit. “I was listening to the radio.”
She brought a Walkman out of her bag. “The weather shouldn’t be possible. Yet here it is.”
Carl stepped closer to her and she focussed on him. “What’s your name?”
“Jane.”
“Jane, can you listen to the radio for us? Find out if the storm is passing or if it’s just setting in.”
“I found something!” Joseph ran back in. “There’s a door out the back that isn’t connected to the wall.”
“Perfect,” Carl said. In the storeroom, sure enough, a door had recently been replaced. The old door lay
against one wall. A perfect stretcher. They moved it out to the sales floor and placed Dave on top of it.
“Now we just need to keep the hail off him,” Tony said in an unhelpful tone of voice.
Carl had been thinking about that. “Give me your briefcase.”
Frowning, Tony handed it over. Carl opened it, tipped out its contents, then placed on top of Dave’s head
like a miniature tent. He then emptied his briefcase – there went the notes for his big presentation; it didn’t
seem so important now – and placed it over Dave’s chest.
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“It’s not perfect,” Carl admitted. “But it’ll work.”
“For him. What about us?”
“We… are going to get hurt,” Carl said. Tony looked at him for a long moment, as if deciding whether he
was serious, then made up his mind and nodded.
“Jane,” Carl said. “Any news on the storm?”
“It’s still getting larger. Should hit the city in about five minutes.”
“Not going away, then?”
“No.”
“Then we go now. Hey, you,” Carl said to one of the other business-people who was sheltering near them.
“Can we have your case?”
And so, with Dave in his double-tent and his son Joseph carrying a briefcase above his head like an
umbrella, they ran into the storm. They kept undercover where possible, but sometimes they had to dash
through the hail itself. It stung. It bit. It hurt. But they survived. At least the hail, while plentiful, was only fivecent coin size, not twenty-cent.
A flash of lightning and the rumble of thunder made Carl look right, toward the city, but he couldn’t see
the city itself through the rain. Had the storm just reached it? If so, how much damage had it caused?
Not his problem. His problem was to keep moving one leg after the other and make it to the…
The hospital!
There it was: a dinky little private hospital that probably only had two doctors on duty, but better than
nothing. Carl ran toward it, but slow enough to ensure his footing was sturdy with every step. No good slipping
on the hail and hurting himself. Then who’d get him to the hospital?
Then they were in the doors, and Carl saw how busy it was. The waiting room was full of people holding
tea towels to body parts, or crying in the corners, or covered in blood and staring straight ahead. Carl and Tony
put the stretcher down in the doorway, then Carl told Joseph to stay with his dad and made his way to the
reception desk.
The receptionist looked like she was having a worse day than Carl.
“Please tell me you’re a doctor, or you’ve done a first aid course, or you watch a lot of medical dramas,”
she said. “Just don’t tell me you’ve brought me someone else to fix.” It was almost a plea.
“Sorry,” Carl said. “He was in a car accident and hasn’t regained consciousness. But my friend has some
first aid training and I can tie bandages or anything you need me to do.”
“What we need are supplies and ambulance drivers,” she said. “Take your pick.”

If Carl volunteers to drive an ambulance, turn to page 98.
If Carl volunteers to pick up medical supplies, turn to page 118.
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Ernest didn’t say anything until they were both seated. The view behind Ernest’s desk was of the Adelaide
skyline. It wasn’t a massive skyline, but impressive enough from here: the Post Office clock, the Westpac
building, that tall building that was black, the crappy-looking brown one, and Victoria Square.
Down below, people buzzed about their lives. Trams with hideous roofs jangled down King William Street.
Cars passed. Life, in short, went on.
Carl registered it all with the dull shock of one who has been told to stand in front of a brick wall and put
on this blindfold.
And by goodness he’d take it like a man. So, yes, he’d screwed up the biggest presentation in his career.
And maybe he’d cost Ernest some standing among the higher-ups. He’d done what he could and he wasn’t
going to apologise for it or beg for his job. They’d either fire him or keep him on. He’d done what he could. It
wasn’t his fault he’d lost his briefcase with all his notes in it.
“Carl,” Ernest began, then stopped. He sighed to himself. “This isn’t easy for me.”
Well Carl sure wasn’t going to make it any easier. “Really? Why’s that?”
“I was expecting more from you, to be honest. The others were expecting the next big thing. At least
some new and interesting ideas. You might have even had some new ideas in there, but the presentation
was… lacking.”
Carl shrugged. “I did what I could. If you don’t like it, you can fire me.”
Ernest stared past Carl’s shoulder, then shook his head again. He removed his thick-framed glasses. “I’m
sorry, Carl; I like you, but…”
“But what?”
“But that was a waste of time. The only good thing about it was that it didn’t go on very long. And there
will be repercussions.”
“Ooh,” Carl said. “Threatening.”
Ernest was reaching the end of his rope, and looked like he wanted to form it into a noose and hang Carl
with it. “You’re taking a week of holiday leave,” Ernest said. “Starting right now.”
Carl snapped off a salute. What did this job matter today? He should be out there, finding the woman
from the café, finding out whose briefcase this was.
Carl left the office, ready to take out his frustration on the elevator button, but was interrupted. “Mister
Wickam?” Ernest’s secretary said. Or receptionist. Or personal assistant. Or whatever they called sweet young
things that took messages and answered phones these politically correct days. “Apparently there are two
gentlemen waiting for you at your desk downstairs.”
Carl frowned, but he had an idea who they were. “Do you know who they are or what they want?”
“They want to talk to you,” the receptionist said. “Why? Is there someone you’re trying to avoid?”
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Today? No. Today he was picking fights. That being said, if the men in suits were here that meant they’d
caught up with the woman and stolen Carl’s briefcase off her. Which begged the question, what had they done
to her?
But then, maybe they were justified. He didn’t know anything about the woman, or about the men in
suits. Did he want to? Maybe he should just go… leave the problems for someone else to sort out.
Go… Why did that sound familiar? That was right: that was what the email from himself had said. When
you gotta go, you gotta go.

If Carl goes downstairs to greet the visitors, turn to page 77.
If Carl takes the elevator to the ground floor and leaves, send “Dodge and Avoid”. (options to hide or go
home)
If Carl goes to the bathroom, turn to page 208.
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There was no way Carl was going to wander around the past without some kind of guide, so he chased
after the moustached man. “Wait! Please, I’m sorry for saying ‘bullshit’.”
The Englishman looked at him with increasing anger.
“And I’m very sorry for saying it again,” Carl added. “I’m new here and I’m still trying to get a handle on
things.”
“Get a handle,” the man said with contempt of the phrase, “on what, exactly?”
“Well, uh…” Where the city went? What was going on? How was he supposed to get home? What was
Carl supposed to say? This man wouldn’t know the answers to any of those questions.
“Out with it,” the man said. “I don’t have all day.”
“Listen, uh, honestly? I’m from the future.”
The stranger huffed and started to walk away again. Carl pulled out his mobile phone and took the man’s
picture. He wouldn’t be able to show it to anyone once – or if – he arrived back in his own time, because that
would lead to doctors and psych tests and white jackets that he couldn’t escape from, but he had it to ensure
his own sanity.
The stranger stopped and turned at the phone’s recorded camera-click sound effect. He approached with
curiosity. “What’s that?”
“Proof,” Carl said. He held the phone out and the stranger took it and stared at its touchscreen.
“This is… impossible.”
“True,” Carl conceded. “But only for the next one hundred and eighty years.”
The stranger pointed the phone at a nearby building and pressed the little camera icon. Again came the
metallic sound effect of a camera shutter, then the image onscreen froze.
“If you push this,” Carl said, pushing that, “you can see the photos from my time.”
The stranger – prim and proper English gentleman that he was – stood with his mouth open and hadn’t a
single thing to say as he examined the photos of Adelaide nearly two hundred years in his future.
Carl smiled. Why was it always so hard for people in films to prove they were from the future? Maybe
they just weren’t very good problem solvers.
Then the golden light flared at the edges of Carl’s vision.

If Carl tries to grab his phone, turn to page 99.
If Carl leaves his phone behind, send “Eh; keep it”. (doesn’t bring man from past with him on his travels)
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Carl was sick of being useless and in the dark. He’d get some answers, starting with who these Suits were
and what they wanted. As the stampede left the stairwell, he ran back to the reception desk and ducked down
behind it. The receptionist was too busy wondering what was with the impromptu exodus to bother with one
man and his briefcase squatting out of sight.
The foyer, like all good foyers, was covered with security cameras, so Carl was able to watch what was
happening without sticking his head out. The crowd was separating toward both exits. The Suits had left the
stairwell and were scanning the faces in the crowd, but Carl wasn’t sure they knew what he looked like
anyway. Not really. They might recognise him – and he had no intention of giving them the opportunity – but
they wouldn’t be able to describe him to a sketch artist.
After a few moments and a quiet word, one of the Suits went back into the stairwell. The other stood
guard in the foyer. Carl stayed out of sight. The Suit watched the elevators and the stairwell. After two
minutes, he pressed the elevator button and climbed in.
Carl stayed hidden. At some point the receptionist had left; probably she’d asked someone what was
happening and decided (sensibly) that running was a better idea than staying in the foyer with the murderers.
Carl didn’t blame her, but he couldn’t leave. He had to follow the Suits, and that meant he had to wait for
them to come back down and go somewhere.
Which, after five minutes, they did. One appeared from the stairs, the other from the elevator and,
without speaking a word to each other, they left the building. Carl waited another twenty seconds, then ran to
the entrance and blended in with the crowd on the street.
Behind him, the police arrived. Had the Suits’ departure been coincidence, or had they known exactly
when the cops would turn up? Carl added that to the “Questions for later” pile and kept his focus on the two
black-haired figures up ahead. He stayed fifteen metres behind them: close enough to watch them, but far
enough that hopefully they wouldn’t spot him if they turned around.
After a few blocks, the Suits stopped at a black car and climbed in. Of course; stupid. As if they’d be
walking all the way to their destination. What had he been thinking?
Carl looked around for something to help. There was a taxi on the other side of the street, heading the
wrong way. The only other form of transport was a woman just starting her bright pink Vesper.

If Carl hails the taxi to follow the Suits, send “Taxi!” (they spot taxi and kill driver and Carl)
If Carl hijacks the scooter to follow the Suits, turn to page 102.
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“Well…” Carl said, “if this thing is as important as you indicate, shouldn’t I get some kind of reward for
handing it back to you?”
The Suits stared at him, perhaps wondering if he was serious. When they realised he was, Kevin nodded.
“You’re right, Mister Wickam. It’s somewhat akin to blackmail, phrasing it like that, but your point is valid.
You’re returning stolen property; it’s only right that there’s some kind of reward.” He pulled a cheque book
out of his coat.
“A cheque?” Carl asked. “Really?”
Kevin paused, nodded. Beside Carl, Ernest was having kittens. Carl ignored him. He didn’t trust these
Suits, but he also didn’t trust the woman from the café. Right now, the only thing he could trust was cold hard
cash.
“Very well,” Kevin said. “Shall we take a trip to the bank?”
“Before that, what kind of numbers are we talking?” Carl asked.
“Fifty thousand,” Peter said without pause. Was fifty thousand small change for them? Should he ask for a
hundred?
Yeah.
“Double that and you have a deal,” Carl said.
“Done.”
“Care for a stroll, Ernest?” Carl asked. He’d rather have a witness with him, just in case the Suits were as
untrustworthy as they felt.
Ernest was having trouble closing his mouth, but he managed to nod, and soon the four of them were
riding the elevator, and crossing the polished foyer, and entering the bank. Kevin disappeared for a few
minutes, during which Peter made absolutely no small talk, then reappeared with a silver briefcase. He opened
it to reveal a thousand one-hundred dollar notes. He handed the briefcase to Carl. Carl handed the briefcase
he’d been carrying to Kevin, who headed immediately for the exit.
“You’re not going to check it?” Carl asked.
Kevin smiled like he knew a secret. “Not here. It’s dangerous, remember?”
Carl did remember something about that, but most of his mind was consumed with his newfound wealth.
Not bad for a morning’s work. It was barely eleven a.m. and he’d made a hundred grand. Now, what to do with
it all?

If Carl quits his job and goes on a spending spree, send “Buy, buy, buy”. (storm)
If Carl deposits it at the bank and goes back to work, send “Another day at the office”. (storm)
If Carl takes Ernest out for a celebratory lunch, send “Celebrate”. (storm)
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Visitors? For him? Maybe today was picking up. Carl got in the elevator and rode it back down to the third
floor. Most of the desks were in one big mass of cubicles, each one separated by a five-foot tall partition.
Above said partitions stuck only a couple of heads: triple-chin Janice was taking another unscheduled break
chatting to someone near the window; the mail man was handing over packages; and two men in black suits
stood next to Carl’s desk.
The men from the café this morning. They were here, which meant they’d found and caught (or killed? Or
captured?) the woman who had taken his briefcase.
Should he go? Oops, too late. They’d spotted him. Carl left the bank of elevators and made his way over
to them.
“Carl Wickam?” one asked.
No point lying now. “I am. Who are you?”
“I’m Kevin Rutherford,” said one Suit. The taller one. “This is Peter O’Malley. We’re from the MarshallBarney Research Institute. That briefcase you’re carrying is our property.”
“How do I know that?” Carl asked. He’d searched the case already for signs of an owner. “There’s no
name on it.”
“It was stolen from our research laboratory by a young woman this morning.”
Carl tried to remember the morning’s incident. The woman had been dressed nicely; had that been a
disguise to get into the research lab? Or was this all lies?
“Yeah,” Carl said. “She stole my briefcase.”
One of the Suits, Peter, placed Carl’s briefcase on the floor. “There you are.” They waited for Carl to Do
the Right Thing and hand over their briefcase (if it was theirs).
“I don’t think I should hand this over without confirming that it’s yours,” Carl said. “Did you put your
name on the inside?” He started undoing one of the clasps.
The Suits jerked forward to stop him and Carl pulled the briefcase out of their reach. “Why so jumpy?” he
asked.
“That briefcase contains two plutonium rods,” Kevin said. He seemed the chattier of the two, though they
were essentially identical: muscled, slightly menacing, tall, with searching eyes.
“Really?” Carl examined the briefcase. “There’s no locks. You’d think something built to transport
radioactive materials would have safeguards.”
“The ones we build do,” Kevin said. His patience was wearing thin. “But we can’t control what thieves use
to steal from us.”
Carl paused. He’d sort of run out of questions to ask. He couldn’t exactly tell them to stay there while he
checked that their company existed or how much a lead-lined suitcase should weigh. He’d either have to trust
them or not. Or buy himself some time alone to think.
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He could feel their eyes boring into him. Who to trust? The Suits, Kevin and Peter? Or the woman from
the café who’d spoken a grand total of ten words to him?

If Carl trusts the Suits and gives them the briefcase, send “Faith in Men”. (storm)
If Carl trusts the woman at the café and runs, send “Faith in Women”. (shot in back)
If Carl asks for a reward in exchange for the briefcase, send “Blackmail”. (exchanges; storm)
If Carl makes an excuse and goes to the bathroom, send “Thinking Alone”. (meets a Marshall-Barney
employee in bathroom, but can’t think of a way out of situation)
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“Yeah, I know them,” Carl said. “You remember I told you that this briefcase belongs to a woman? Well,
those guys were chasing her at the time.”
The suits had spotted Carl and Ernest and were now walking toward them. They didn’t walk like
Terminators, which was a good first step, but Carl still didn’t trust them. Maybe it was the scowls.
“So maybe it’s their briefcase,” Ernest said. “It’s probably all just a prank.”
“They don’t prank,” Carl said. The Suits continued coming on. Carl guessed he had another ten seconds
before they reached him. He might have considered running, but that hadn’t gone very well for the woman in
the café – if the Suits were here, they’d captured her and his briefcase – so why should it go any better for
him? No; he’d have to wait right here and see what they had to say.
Hopefully something more than “Gotcha”.
“That doesn’t mean they’re the bad guys,” Ernest said. “And how bad can they be when they have such a
fine tailor?”
“Dude, you sound kind of gay when you say things like that.”
“Fashion is every man’s responsibility.”
The Suits reached them.
“Are you Carl Wickam?” one asked.
“Yep,” Carl said. “And you are?”
“Kevin Rutherford,” said the taller Suit. “This is Peter O’Malley. We’re from the Marshall-Barney Research
Institute. That briefcase you’re carrying is our property.”
Ernest cast Carl a told-you-so look, which Carl ignored. “There’s no name on it,” he said. “Maybe it’s my
briefcase now.”
“It was stolen from our research laboratory by a young woman this morning.”
Carl tried to remember the morning’s incident. The woman had been dressed nicely; had that been a
disguise to get into the research lab? Or was this all lies?
Probably lies. He got a much nicer vibe off the attractive woman than he did off these men. But that was
to be expected, really.
“Yeah,” Carl said. “She stole my briefcase.” He batted his eyelids. “And my heart! Oh, is there anything
she cannot steal?”
The Suits exchanged a glance. Were they trying to work out whether Carl was insane? Come to that, was
Ernest?
“She stole your briefcase?” Kevin asked.
“Yeah,” Carl said. Now that he looked, though, he realised that neither of the Suits were carrying his
briefcase. But if they hadn’t caught the woman from the café and found one of his cards, how had they found
him?
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“Then that briefcase…”
“Is hers,” Carl admitted.
“Ours, actually,” Kevin said.
“So you say.” He paused. “How did you find me?”
“After you bumped into us, we lost track of the woman, but we thought that perhaps your bumping us
might have been intentional, so we asked the café staff if they knew who you were. Luckily, you paid by credit
card.”
Ah. Bad day to pay by card, it seemed. And he’d have to have words with the café for giving out his
personal information so easily.
So they hadn’t caught the woman? Interesting. That was good.
“I don’t think I give you this briefcase without confirming that it’s yours,” Carl said. “Did you put your
name on the inside?” He started undoing one of the clasps.
The Suits jerked forward to stop him and Carl pulled the briefcase out of their reach. “Why so jumpy
guys?” he asked.
“That briefcase contains two plutonium rods,” Kevin said. He seemed to be the chattier of the two,
though they were essentially identical: muscled, slightly menacing, tall, with searching eyes.
“Really?” Carl smiled. “Because the only thing I found in there was light.”
Their faces fell. “You opened the briefcase?”
Carl shrugged. “Just a peek. It’s pretty.”
“You should get to the hospital right away, Mister Wickam. You could be—”
“I’m fine,” Carl said. “But you’ve been lying. That’s not plutonium in there.”
“No,” Kevin admitted. Peter’s hands had moved to his hips; why was that? Some macho bullshit pose
designed to intimidate him?
“So the question is, since you’ve been lying through your sparkly teeth this whole time, where do we go
from here?”
Kevin stared into him. “You tell us.”

If Carl exchanges the briefcase for $100,000 cash, send “Ka-Ching”. (storm)
If Carl keeps the briefcase and tells them to get lost (and is murdered for it), send “Death Rattle”. (dead)
If Carl asks to become part of whatever the Suits are up to, turn to page 105.
If Carl makes an excuse and goes to the bathroom so he’ll have time to think of a better option, turn to
page 175.
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They were in a building that was about to collapse. Going seemed an excellent idea. “Lead the way,” Carl
said.
Levenstein did, with the air of someone who would, given the time, have stopped at every hallway and
examined what was at its end. Who would have picked up every pen off every table to see which one wrote
smoothest. Who would have studied the architecture and room layout. Luckily, Levenstein remembered that
they were in a collapsing building and went straight for the exit instead of taking in the sights.
The stairwell was abandoned by now; all those who could escape the building had already done so. The
only ones left were the people… like Ernest… who were trapped and couldn’t escape.
“Hold on,” he said to Levenstein. “How long do we have?”
Levenstein checked his watch. “Ten minutes.”
Carl nodded and ran toward Ernest. His boss was still where he’d left him: his right hand trapped beneath
a girder that was supposed to be in the roof. Not that anything was doing what it was supposed to today. Carl
didn’t stop at Ernest’s side, though; there was no point. He couldn’t tug Ernest free. He had to sever his hand.
That meant he had to find something to sever his hand with.
The photocopier was his first port of call. He grabbed the paper slicer and yanked the blade off. It
effectively made a foot-long machete, though he wasn’t sure whether the blade would be sharp enough to
sheer through bone.
Well, he couldn’t think of anything better, so it was this or nothing. Carl returned to Ernest. Levenstein
still followed him, like a lost puppy. He checked his watch every thirty seconds or so, but didn’t seem
concerned yet. Still, it would take them at least five minutes to get down the eight remaining storeys, so he’d
better get to work.
“Ernest?” Carl said. “This is going to hurt like hell.”
Ernest opened his eyes and spotted the machete in Carl’s hand. For a moment he glared, and tried to tug
his arm free again but when that failed he nodded. Carl took one last deep breath, then swung down as hard
and fast as he could.
Ernest screamed. Carl looked. His arm was still attached. The machete had reached the bone, and maybe
broken it, but not gone right through. Carl swallowed a mouthful of vomit and hacked again.
More screaming. And still he wasn’t through. Carl was bathing in sweat and ready to drop the machete
and go when Levenstein took the machete from his hand and knelt next to Ernest.
“Who’s this?” Ernest yelled.
Levenstein ignored him, placed the machete against Ernest’s arm, and started sawing. He didn’t even
seem to be sweating. What sort of man could do that? What sort of man could be calm as he sawed off
someone’s arm?
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“Just a little more,” Levenstein said. Carl could barely hear him over Ernest’s screams. “Can you find me
some bandages? A shirt? Anything to stop the flow of blood.”
Carl left the gruesome scene (not that the rest of the ruined building was much better) and searched for
some cloth. He found jackets draped on the backs of chairs and grabbed a couple. By the time he returned,
Levenstein was through Ernest’s arm. He took the jackets and placed one over Ernest’s stump, then fixed it in
place by tying the other one around it.
“Hold that,” he said to Ernest. “Hold him,” he said to Carl. “And now, let’s go.”
And he strolled for the stairwell. No, not the stairwell. Levenstein stopped beside the stairwell and
pressed the button for the elevator.
“We shouldn’t take the elevator in emergencies!” Carl said.
Levenstein fixed him with a cool gaze, then stepped forward. “I’m nearly fifty, Mister Wickam. And your
friend can’t walk. Do you think we can make it down eight flights of stairs in…” He checked his watch. “…four
minutes? Your call.”

If they take the elevator, turn to page 106.
If Carl tries to make it down the stairs with Ernest, send “Three-legged race”. (doesn’t make it in time)
If Carl abandons Ernest and runs down the stairs, send “Fun Run Champion”. (makes it; Ernest dead; go to
lab)
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At this stage, and after that presentation, some tact and repentance was probably for the best. No point
acting all big and brave when it might cost him his job. If he’d done something worth standing up for, he’d
have stood up; but he hadn’t. His presentation had been awful because he’d been too preoccupied with a
woman from a café. Hardly a fitting reason.
Ernest didn’t say anything until they were both seated. The view behind Ernest’s desk was of the Adelaide
skyline. It wasn’t a massive skyline, but impressive enough from here: the Post Office clock, the Westpac
building, that tall building that was black, the crappy-looking brown one, and Victoria Square.
Down below, people buzzed about their lives. Trams with hideous roofs jangled down King William Street.
Cars passed. Life, in short, went on.
Carl registered it all with the dull shock of one who has been told to stand in front of a brick wall and put
on this blindfold.
“Before you begin,” Carl said, “I want to apologise for my presentation. I’d… I’d run it through in front of
the mirror and it was always better than that. That’s not an excuse, I’m just… I guess I’m rambling, actually. I
just wanted you to know that I didn’t mean to make you look stupid for trusting me and I didn’t mean to do
such a shit job. I’m sorry.”
Ernest nodded into his desk, avoiding eye contact. Apparently Carl’s speech hadn’t made what he was
about to say any easier.
“Carl,” Ernest began, then stopped. He sighed to himself. “This isn’t easy for me.”
“I know,” Carl said. “Again: very sorry.”
“I was expecting more from you. The others were at least expecting some new and interesting ideas, but
I’m not sure you even had any of those. The whole thing was thoroughly… lacking.”
There wasn’t anything to say, unless he wanted to apologise again, so Carl just shrugged. He’d like to say
he’d done the best he could, but he knew that wasn’t true. His best was when he wasn’t distracted by
attractive women when he should be focussing on his career.
Speaking of distractions, what was up with the weather? Behind Ernest the formerly bright and shining
summer day was swiftly changing to winter. Not even a normal winter, either. A sort of apocalyptic winter.
Thick, angry stormclouds were coming fast. Faster, even, than Carl would have thought possible. Surely the
wind couldn’t be that quick…
“What are you looking…” Ernest trailed off as he turned and saw the storm front. “Shit.”
In a trance, the two men walked to the floor-to-ceiling window and stared down.
Beneath the clouds, thick rain was coming in diagonally, pounding the pavement and those poor souls still
stuck on it. People covered their heads with briefcases and shopping bags and newspapers and ran for cover.
Soon the awnings of every building was crowded with people.
And still the storm came on. Hard. Fast. It was only a block away now.
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One woman, unable to get under cover in time, tumbled to the ground. There was hail in the clouds too.
The ground was being littered with white. Cars careened out of control or skidded on the hail. Windshields
smashed. Horns blared. People ran out of cover as cars headed for them only to be knocked down by the
storm.
Then the storm hit the building.
First came a bang like thunder; like a giant hammer striking wood. Then the sound of crashing rain and
hail. A single flash of lightning struck the Post Office and forced Carl to close his eyes. Then the whole building
shook. Ceiling tiles came loose and fell. Ernest’s thick wood desk jumped in the air.
“We should g—” Carl said. He didn’t finish.
The floor had gone.
The two of them were sliding for the centre of the building, toward the floor beneath. Toward the office
workers who were screaming and bleeding and trying to run.
Carl landed moments later in a heap. A steel girder missed him by six inches. By the screams to Carl’s left,
Ernest hadn’t been so lucky…
He hadn’t. The girder had trapped his right hand. It was hard to see exactly what had happened because
the building’s power had gone out and the sunshine had been replaced by dark clouds and cloaking rain, but
Carl guessed that there was blood and shattered bone and a whole lot of pain.
Was there anything he could do? The building had already collapsed once; how much longer before it did
it again? Did he have time to find something that could help Ernest, or should he just go?
Just go… That sounded familiar. Where had he heard that recently? Oh yeah.
Carl glanced toward the mass of people heading for the fire stairs. Beside them was the bathrooms. They
were on every floor. What had that email from himself said? When you gotta go, you gotta go…

If Carl cuts off Ernest’s arm, send “Amputate”. (cut off arm. Horrific. Flee building in time)
If Carl leaves Ernest and flees the building as fast as possible, turn to page 47.
If Carl checks the bathroom, turn to page 48.
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He couldn’t save everybody. There was no way. He couldn’t even save Janice, not without help. And there
was no one left to help. Looking at the storm attacking the city, no help would be coming either. Just him.
Carl left Janice where she was. He couldn’t carry someone out of here. The best he could do was to find
the least wounded and help them out.
There was an older man with blood all over his head; Carl left him where he was lying. There was one of
the mail men dragging himself toward the exit with one hand; the other arm was gone. Nearby was a woman
in a pant-suit whose foot was sticking out at an odd angle from her leg. She was crying, hysterical, staring at
her foot and screaming.
Carl squatted in front of her, right in her field of vision. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“Aaaah!” she said.
“Nice to meet you, Aaah!” Carl said. He didn’t have time to snap her out of this. “I’m going to lift you up.
You’re going to hop on your good foot and we’re going to get the hell out of here, okay?”
“Aaaaah!”
“Okay then.” Carl stood on her right side, placed her arm around his shoulders, and stood. The woman
was pulled upright, but still stared at her broken foot.
“Hey!” Carl said, since she wasn’t snapping out of it. “Woman!”
“Cindy,” she said. Whether she was coming back to the present or whether it was a conditioned response
to being called “woman” Carl didn’t know. Or care. But she sounded offended.
“Walk. Hop. Whatever. We’re getting to the stairs.”
And they did. It took them a minute, but they made it to the stairs. Then, however, Carl realised how
unlikely it was that she could hop down three storeys.
“I’m going to carry you,” Carl said. It was mostly a formality, because he’d already scooped her up. Cindy
made another offended noise, but she didn’t struggle or try to free herself. Maybe she had regained enough
sense to know that that would be a bad idea on a set of stairs.
Carl took quick breaks at each floor, but only for ten seconds or so. He didn’t trust this building at all.
When he finally made it to the ground floor, though, he found his next problem:
The storm was still going, with no break on the horizon. Was he really going to go out in that? But what
was the alternative? Stay on the ground floor of the building and hope it didn’t collapse on top of him?

If Carl flees the building into the storm, turn to page 116.
If Carl stays on the ground floor, send “Cindy and the Building”. (die in collapse)
If someone suggests something else, put it in here!
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“There’s no point rescheduling,” Carl said. “Enjoy overburdening your company with managers who don’t
know how to manage.”
And with that Carl left. It was a good feeling: liberating. He’d feel differently, no doubt, once the reality
set in that he’d have to find a new job, but that was a consideration for after crazy things stopped happening
to him.
In the meantime, he visited the bathroom.
There was a woman in there. Not just any woman either (that would have been suspicious, and made for
a good story later, though). The woman from the café. She hadn’t become any less stunning.
“Mister Wickam,” she said. “Long time no see.”
“Sure is…” He paused for her to fill in her name.
“Susan,” she said. She even reached across and shook his hand. Hers was as soft as he’d imagined. Not
that he’d spent time imagining how soft her skin would be. Much.
“Why are you waiting for me in the bathroom?”
She smiled. “You wouldn’t believe me.”
“I might, today.”
Her smile faded. That was a shame. “You opened my briefcase, didn’t you?” she said. “After I specifically
told you not to.”
Carl shrugged. “You opened mine. Now why the bathroom and not my desk?”
“Because… this is where the email said I would meet you.”
“The email from the future?” Carl asked. How was it that that sentence was not a ridiculous thing to say?
That it was, in fact, the most logical and sensible thing to say?
“Yes.”
“Mine said the same.”
Susan looked surprised. “I sent you an email?”
“You?” Carl asked.
“Yes,” Susan said slowly, as if Carl were having trouble keeping up.
“You sent yourself an email from the future?” Carl asked. “Good day for that.”
Susan caught up. “You sent yourself an email from the future?” Then she paused for a few seconds. “That
might explain some things.”
“Be nice if you did,” Carl said.
Susan stopped him from saying more with a hard glare that told him not to push it. “I’m a junior
researcher at the Marshall-Barney Research Institute.”
“Uh huh. And who are they when they’re at home?”
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“We… Among other things, we created what’s in your briefcase. How’s that for a summary?” she asked.
Carl enjoyed that she wasn’t taking any of his shit. “I’m very glad you’ve kept it safe, by the way.”
“Well you have to keep it safe. Otherwise the light would get out. And it’s so hard to get the light in there
in the first place.”
The reminder that he’d opened the briefcase once more caused Susan a moment’s consternation. “How
long did you open it for? How far open?”
“A peek.”
She turned to the frosted floor-to-ceiling window and tried to look out at the day. “Still bright. Hopefully
nothing’s… happened. I’ll have to ask Doctor Levenstein.”
“Care to continue with the exposition?”
“No. Not here. We should go somewhere safer.”
“Safer?”
“Yes. I don’t know whether they’ll check the bathrooms, but they’ll certainly watch your desk. If we’re not
out of the building in…” Susan checked his watch. “…fifteen minutes, they’ll be at your desk and we won’t be
able to leave.”
“You going to make me keep parroting you, or are you going to explain yourself?” Carl asked, though he
had a fair idea where Susan was going with this. Partly because, well, who else could “they” be and partly
because this all seemed a bit familiar to Carl anyway.
“The men who were chasing me through the café. I lost them shortly after that. I assume you did
something to slow them down. If you hadn’t… well I wouldn’t be here to talk to you about it, put it that way.”
“And they’re coming here?”
“According to future-me, yes,” Susan said. She flicked a perfect wave of golden hair off her spotless
forehead. “I’d rather not be here when they arrive. Sound good?”
“Dandy,” Carl said. “Although, there’s nothing on this case to indicate ownership. Maybe it’s theirs; how
do I know?”
Susan could have got angry – nearly did – then she pulled herself under control. “You don’t. At this stage,
you either have to trust me or trust them, Carl.”

If Carl trusts the Suits and gives them the briefcase, send “Suits Me Fine”. (storm)
If Carl trusts Susan and gives her the briefcase, turn to page 135.
If Carl trusts neither of them and keeps the briefcase for himself, turn to page 108.
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“I don’t think I can make it three blocks,” Carl said.
“Good idea,” Tony said. “We have shelter here. We’ll just wait it out.”
“Yeah, way to jinx it,” Carl said. “Now it’ll probably start raining fire or something.”
“You don’t think it will, do you?” Tony asked.
Carl shook his head. He wouldn’t discount it, on a day like today, but then all the water-rain would
probably put the fire-rain out. Who knew?
For the first time, Carl really looked around the shoe store. There were about ten people in here. Two of
them had scratches and lacerations – probably they had been in the other car – but Carl with his useless arm
was probably the most injured.
“I’m just going… to close my eyes for a minute,” Carl said.
“You might have a concussion,” Tony said. “You should stay awake.”
“Yeah, I should do a lot of things.” Carl closed his eyes and laid back. His arm still hurt, horrifically, but at
least he didn’t have to look at everyone else and how soggy and pathetic they looked. He was aware of Tony
fussing around him, probably checking that he was okay as best he could.
Voices swirled around him. A woman called Jane had been listening to the radio on her Walkman on the
way to work, and had the best idea of what had happened. “The storm started in Burnside somewhere. Came
out of nowhere.” She paused. “It’s probably hit the city by now.”
That killed conversation. If that storm had been this bad on the ground, how bad was it a couple of
storeys up? How many buildings had collapsed? What was the death toll?
“God,” Jane said. Carl opened her eyes: she was removing her earphones. “The Telstra building has
collapsed.”
Carl could see the Telstra building from his workplace. It was across the street. And it was something like
twenty storeys tall. How many people would have been inside? Had they been told to evacuate, or to stay
indoors to avoid the weather?
Jane wasn’t finished. “Apparently it hit the Commonwealth building on the way down.”
Silence. Just the hail on the roof of the shop and on the bitumen outside.
“Fuck,” Tony said.
More silence.
“Yeah,” Carl said eventually. How many people had died today? How many lay dying? “How long is this
storm going to last?” he asked Jane. “Are they saying?”
Jane shook her head. “Not really. They don’t know what caused it. It can’t exist, either, apparently. Totally
impossible.” She stared out at the thumping hail. “Yet here it is.”
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So the experts had no idea how long the hail would last? That wasn’t a good sign. And every minute the
storm lasted would be more people who needed help. More ambulances being sent out. How far down the list
would he fall?
Nothing to do about it but wait. He couldn’t go out there.
After about an hour, the storm cleared exactly as it had appeared. Jane, still monitoring the radio, told
them it was coming and everyone turned their eyes toward Burnside. Sure enough, a circle of clear blue sky
had appeared in the middle of the tempest and as they watched the circle expended, swept outward. In a few
minutes it had reached them and the stormclouds swirled away to nothingness.
“Anyone care to tell me how that’s possible?” Tony asked. “No one? Okay.”
The hail remained on the wet roads, proof that it hadn’t all been some strange communal dream, but it
provided no more answers. How had such a storm started? What had stopped it?
Carl went to the shop’s doorway. The day still had rain’s chill, but it looked very pleasant now. The sun
was warm and golden and all felt fresh.

If Carl walks to the hospital now, send “This is nicer”. (walk, see diprotodon)
If Carl stays put, turn to page 114.
If Carl calls a for taxi, turn to page 112.
If Carl does something else, send it in!
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Of course! There was a third option! The email from the future. It had seemed silly at the time, but now,
caught between the insane rain and the collapsing building, silly was worth a shot.
Ernest dodged out of the stampede that was ploughing into the storm. Those who struggled through
tended to fare poorly: the hail was constant. Not golf-ball size, only small, but no doubt stinging. And very few
people had remembered to bring their umbrellas on what had started out as a nice summer day. Fewer still
had remembered to bring those umbrellas – or anything that might shelter them – when they’d fled the
collapsing building.
As the crowd either charged into the storm or paused at the threshold, Carl drew a deep breath. The
email from the future had said that when he had to go – which was now – he should trust her. Well, there was
only one significant “her” in his today: the woman from the café. Sure, he didn’t know who she was or why she
was being chased or… actually… anything about her.
But future-him and said to trust her.
Future-him had also said not to do anything stupid, but Carl didn’t know whether this applied. Why
couldn’t future-him be more specific? Take the time to write a decent email not this mystic crap?
He wondered if he’d been in a hurry. Or… would be in a hurry, he supposed.
So Carl readied himself to put all his trust in the mystery woman. But… what if he was doing this wrong?
What if this killed him? Then he’d never send that email in the future. Would that cause a paradox, Back to the
Future style? Would he destroy the entire space-time continuum? Or was it wibbly-wobbly, and it didn’t really
care about things like “causation”?
He guessed he was about to find out.
Carl rubbed his face. Ernest’s pleading eyes flashed into his mind. Ernest had called for his help, had
trusted him to help, and Carl had abandoned him. But screw Ernest. Ernest had been about to hang him out to
dry just for stuffing up one presentation. What kind of friend did that?
Carl pushed Ernest, and everyone else who was trapped in the building, from his mind. They (presumably)
hadn’t received emails from their future selves. They weren’t important like him.
Carl pictured the blonde woman from the café in his mind, as vividly as possible, and screamed into the
storm, “The email from the future told me I could trust you! Help me!”
And waited.
The storm raged on.
The last trickle of survivors covered their heads and ran into the storm.
Carl waited, faithful, sure. She’d come. He’d written himself an email in the future. She had to come.
Above him, he heard the grinding sound of concrete and steel. Shards of glass fell on all sides of the
building, but mostly in front of Carl. Then came masonry.
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Fascinated, Carl approached the doorway and peered out. It seemed the woman from the café wasn’t
coming. All he had now was to watch the world fall down around him.
The Move It, Buster! building rose high above him, but it was no longer straight. The top floors were
falling sideways, like the Leaning Tower. As Carl watched, they hit the building across the street.
“Fucking hell!” A bald man burst out of the stairwell behind Carl and ran for the back door, shouting to
himself and looking at his watch as he went. “Twenty seconds left! I waited as long as I could!”
And then the elbow-patched man was out the door and gone, into the rain and the hail.

If Carl follows him, turn to page 110.
If Carl continues to wait for rescue by the woman from the café, send “My Coffee Amour”. (die)
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There was no point staying in the building. Sure, it would mean leaping through the hail and hoping to hit
the blue inflated rectangle, but it was better than being crushed to death.
Carl ducked as a piece of the ceiling came loose. Still the ceiling slid away from the window. How long
before it toppled and the whole building collapsed? Not long. Buildings weren’t made to lean or detach at the
halfway mark. Something structural would give soon: too much weight on a girder, perhaps, or cracks
escalating and the whole thing crumbling into pieces.
Well Carl wasn’t going to be here for that.
He looked down the three storeys to the ground. There was a man beside the blue rectangle and he
seemed to be indicating for Carl to jump.
So Carl did. He tried to judge the distance and how far to jump and all that, but honestly it was all
guesswork. He guessed as best he could…
And leapt.
The hail cut into him as soon as he was out of the building. The noise of grinding girders and crumbling
concrete disappeared behind him, replaced by the hard rain and slicing hail.
After a moment, Carl fell at the same rate as the hail and rain, so the pain stopped and he took his hands
from covering his face – he didn’t even remember putting them there – and opened his eyes. Not that, if he’d
got the trajectory wrong, he could do anything about it now.
He still had a storey to fall, but it looked like he was going to hit the blue square.
A moment later he did. It was soft, cushioning, but the hail slammed into him again. Carl covered his head
and peered out from under his arms. The blue square was some sort of inflatable crash mat, like they used for
stunts in movies. Why had someone set it up here? Good for him, but damned lucky.
Carl crawled on hands and knees to the edge and slipped off it. The rain made it slippery, and it was
nearly two metres tall, so he hit the dirt with some force. Worse, he lost his footing and ended up with a face
full of gravel and mud. Someone pulled him up by the arm.
He was bald on top, but still had dark hair surrounding each ear. He had a long hook-like nose but was
more chubby than thin. His eyes were brown and focussed, intense, intelligent. Carl rather felt that he was the
sort of man who took in everything at once and never missed a detail. He was dressed in a brown jacket with
elbow-patches and grey trousers. They didn’t really match, but Carl doubted that the man would care.
Especially since he was soaked head-to-foot by the rain.
“Mister Wickam,” he said. There must have been something in Carl’s expression that made him sure,
because it wasn’t a question. “My name is Henry Levenstein. I’m from the Marshall-Barney Research Institute.
We should talk somewhere safer.”
Carl wasn’t about to argue that point. They ran for a nearby white van and piled in the front.
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“I’m lucky you were there!” Carl said, examining his head with his hand. It didn’t come away bloody, so
presumably the hail hadn’t pierced the skin, but damn it hurt.
Levenstein ignored him. He was staring at his watch and mouthing a countdown. Right after “One,” the
building collapsed. As if on cue.
Then Levenstein looked at Carl, and Carl wished he hadn’t. There was a gleam of madness or
righteousness in his eyes.
How could Levenstein know when the building would collapse? Did he have something to do with its
destruction? And what was with the creepy, greedy way that Levenstein kept looking at him? He looked like a
child coveting a toy.
“Nothing lucky about it,” Levenstein said, and it took Carl a moment to remember what he was talking
about. “I just did as I was told. As did you, I imagine.”
Carl kept watching him. Going back into the storm was a horrible idea, but it might be better than being
trapped in here with Levenstein.
“I just did what the email told me to do.”
“Email?” Carl asked.
Levenstein nodded and wiped the rain off his bald head. “From the future,” he said calmly.
Future-Carl had sent Levenstein an email? Why make himself go through the terror of watching the
building break apart above his head? Why agonise himself over whether the bathroom was right or not? Why
not be clearer?
“My email said to go to the bathroom,” Carl said. “Why didn’t yours?”
“I don’t know, precisely,” Levenstein said. “We had enough time to meet up and escape the bathroom.”
He smiled. “But then, this is all a very new science, isn’t it? Still so much to learn.”
“New science?” Carl asked. Should they be sitting here chatting so casually when his building had just
collapsed? Should they be helping with the rescue effort? See if everyone was all right?
“Yes. There’s some argument that my email didn’t send me to the bathroom because it didn’t; because
I’m here now, so it had to have sent me here or this wouldn’t have happened. That’s pre-determinism, though,
and denies us having any actual choice in the matter. Only phantom choices. Choices that don’t actually affect
the outcome.”
Levenstein seemed to be waiting for input, so Carl said. “Uh, right…”
“But I think it’s more likely a result of reverse-causation.”
“What the hell is reverse-causation?” Carl yelled. He’d had enough of being calm and polite and waiting
for Levenstein to reach the point. The man talked in circles.
“Look, your life is the result of all of your choices, right? Do I go right or left? Based on that choice, you
have the option of eating bacon-and-eggs or a hamburger. With me so far?”
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Carl nodded.
“Well, imagine that in one future you go right and eat bacon. In that future, you send an email back to
right now. The email will make perfect sense for the ‘you’ who chooses to go right and eat bacon. But since
that email went back to before you chose whether to go right or left, you could still choose left; in which case
the email will make no sense at all. If you never have to choose between bacon-and-eggs and a hamburger,
the email becomes nonsense in that timeline.”
This was all too much for Carl. “Surely anything sent from the future would be – or will be, or whatever –
perfectly tailored to the past it has come from, otherwise it couldn’t have existed.”
“Time is branching,” Levenstein said. “At every point. Maybe Susan’s email to you went further back than
mine did, in which case ‘I’ might receive a dozen different emails in a dozen different timelines that are all
playing catchup with whatever she’d already sent you.”
This sounded a lot like guesswork. Carl tried to find some silver linings to all this. “So… because I’ve sent
myself an email in the future, does that mean I can’t die until then?” Carl asked.
“Goodness no! Haven’t you been listening?” Levenstein asked. “Look, if a ‘you’ from another timeline
sends the email back, it will be in your past. Even though you – this you – didn’t send it. That’s reversecausation. You could die at any moment.”
Carl stared desolately out the windshield. Hail thumped against it, whiting out his view of the destroyed
cityscape. He could die at any moment? So could everyone, today… He wondered if Ernest had survived the
building’s collapse.
“Wait,” Levenstein said. “You sent yourself an email? It wasn’t from Susan?”
“No, it was from me.”
Levenstein was staring at him creepily again. “Interesting,” he said.
Carl had almost had enough of these circular answers and pointless conversations. Maybe he’d be better
off just leaving Levenstein. The man had saved his life, but… really… the guy was weird.

If Carl stays with Levenstein, turn to page 124.
If Carl leaves Levenstein to find out if Ernest survived, send “Looking for Ernie”. (Ernest is dead; help with
cleanup)
If Carl does something else, tell me what!
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“Okay,” Carl said. “Lead the way.”
Levenstein paused at the door to listen, then crept out. That seemed unnecessary to Carl: after all, if an
email from the future had told him what to do, why was he hesitating? Surely the future got it right.
They made their way through the abandoned office space. The only person still here was Ernest, or what
was left of Ernest. Carl tried not to look at it. He’d warned him. He’d told him to get down, to stay out of sight,
but Ernest… Ernest just hadn’t known what this was all about.
Although, to be honest, Carl barely knew what this was all about.
“Who are they?” he asked. “The men in suits?”
“I have no idea.” Levenstein pushed the elevator call button and checked his watch. How carefully plotted
was the timeline on this thing? Did he need to push it at the right second? Did they need the leftmost
elevator? Or was it all partly up for grabs?
“So this email from Susan,” Carl said. “How detailed was it?”
“Not very. I think she was in a hurry.”
“You mean she will be in a hurry, when she sends it?”
“Right.”
“What happens if you don’t obey it? Will that destroy the space-time continuum?”
“Shouldn’t,” Levenstein said. “But we’ve never been in a position to try until now. Personally I don’t
believe in pre-determinism because that denies us having any real choices. Only phantom choices. Choices
that don’t actually affect the outcome.”
Levenstein seemed to be waiting for input, so Carl said. “Uh, right…”
“But I think it’s more likely that reverse-causation allows us any choice at any point without futuredestroying consequences.”
“What the hell is reverse-causation?” Carl hissed. He’d had enough of being calm and polite and waiting
for Levenstein to reach the point. The man talked in circles.
The elevator arrived and they climbed in. Levenstein pushed the button for the top floor. “Look, your life
is the result of all of your choices, right? Do I go right or left? Based on that choice, you have the option of
eating bacon-and-eggs or a hamburger. With me so far?”
Carl nodded.
“Well, imagine that in one future you go right and eat bacon. In that future, you send an email back to
right now. The email will make perfect sense for the ‘you’ who chooses to go right and eat bacon. But since
that email went back to before you chose whether to go right or left, you could still choose left; in which case
the email will make no sense at all. If you never have to choose between bacon-and-eggs and a hamburger,
the email becomes nonsense in that timeline.”
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This was all too much for Carl. “Surely anything sent from the future would be – or will be, or whatever –
perfectly tailored to the past it has come from, otherwise it couldn’t have existed.”
“Time is branching,” Levenstein said. “At every point.”
Carl tried to find some silver linings to all this, especially since there were two men searching this building
to kill him right now. “So… because I’ve sent myself an email in the future, does that mean I can’t die until
then?” Carl asked.
“Goodness no! Haven’t you been listening?” Levenstein asked. “Look, if a ‘you’ from another timeline
sends the email back, it will be in your past. Even though you – this you – didn’t send it. That’s reversecausation. You could die at any moment.”
Carl stared desolately at the opening elevator doors. He could die at any moment? He wasn’t safe. Wasn’t
protected. Worse, it seemed the email from the future might not even relate to this him. It could have been
meant for another him.
He couldn’t trust anything from the future. Not absolutely. It might apply to him, but it might not…
Levenstein reached out to push the button for the ground floor.

If Carl believes that the email from the future is for this timeline, turn to page 129.
If Carl believes that the email from the future is for another timeline, send “Top Floor”. (same as 129, but
Carl won’t fight as hard to make the email’s message come true or follow it)
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The group might not need him, but it was still safer with them than it was traipsing across the city by
himself. What if he hurt himself? And odds were good that, out there, he’d hurt himself. No matter what, he
was better off staying with the group. Who knew, he might even be useful.
After about an hour, the storm cleared exactly as it had appeared. Jane, still monitoring the radio, told
them it was coming and everyone turned their eyes toward Burnside. Sure enough, a circle of clear blue sky
had appeared in the middle of the tempest and as they watched the circle expended, swept outward. In a few
minutes it had reached them and the stormclouds swirled away to nothingness.
“Anyone care to tell me how that’s possible?” Tony asked. “No one? Okay.”
The hail remained on the wet roads, proof that it hadn’t all been some strange communal dream, but it
provided no more answers. How had such a storm started? What had stopped it?
Carl went to the shop’s doorway. The day still had rain’s chill, but it looked very pleasant now. The sun
was warm and golden and all felt fresh.
“How’s the sky?” Dave asked. He grunted afterward and held his chest; they still didn’t know if he’d
broken ribs in the crash or just bruised them.
“Clear,” Carl said.
“Clear enough to make it to the hospital?”
Carl studied the sky. It looked exactly as it had this morning: blue, almost cloudless, bright, welcoming.
How quickly it had changed; would it change again?
“I don’t know. If it stays like this you’ll be fine, but that last storm came out of nowhere.”
“No it didn’t,” Tony said. Carl turned to him. “Jane said it came from Burnside.”
Jane backtracked a step as all eyes turned to her. “It’s not my opinion; it was on the radio.”
“That’s where the storm disappeared from, too,” Tony said.
“Doesn’t help us reach the hospital,” Dave said.
“No,” Tony agreed. “But it might help us understand what the hell is going on today.”

If Carl escorts Dave and Joseph to the hospital, send “Daddy’s Day Out”. (go to hospital, given options to
help out there)
If Carl goes with Tony to Burnside to find out about the storm, turn to page 122.
If Carl stays with Jane in the shoe store in case of future malignity, send “Scaredy Cat”. (diprotodon in
back of store)
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“I’ll drive the ambulance,” Carl said. He’d always wanted an excuse to ignore the speed limit or drive
through red lights. And sure, the red lights didn’t mean much because the power was out and no one was on
the roads anyway, but still… he’d be driving an ambulance!
“Here you go.” The receptionist handed him a set of keys. “It’s parked outside.”
Carl eyed the storm, which seemed to have no intention of slowing down, then ran back out into the rain
and hail. A brief fumble with the keys and he was in the ambulance and trying to work out where the button
for the siren was. He started the engine and worked out how to turn the ambulance’s radio on. Through it
blasted a cacophony of confusion and desperation. All around the city the emergency services were well past
breaking point. Everyone was asking for assistance. No one had any to give.
And into this maelstrom – and the one outside – Carl had put himself? He must have been mad.
Was there a protocol he should follow? Did he have some sort of car number? Eh, screw it.
“This is the ambulance from the Tusmore Memorial Hospital. Are there any emergencies near me?”
A few nearby hospitals responded with pleas for him to take away their excess wounded, but Carl turned
them down. This hospital wasn’t doing any better. Probably no one was.
Then came a call from a house not five kilometres away. Particularly heavy hail had knocked down the
house’s roof. Particularly, it had hit the mother of the family on the way down and she was now bleeding from
the head.
Carl turned on the siren, shifted the ambulance into gear, and headed out. He knew the area well, so even
with the fallen tree branches and the roads slick and icy, he had little trouble getting to the house. Or
recognising it – it was the one with half a roof. He reversed the ambulance in and raced to the front door.
A second later, a panicked-looking man in a pink shirt opened it. “Are you the ambulance?” he asked.
“I am today,” Carl said.
“She’s through here. It… fell…” He trailed off. Carl could see why. The house’s roof was only partially on
the house; most of it was lying on the living room floor. Dragged just to this side, out of the range of the hail,
was a woman’s body. Her head was red; it coated her face. A shirt or towel had been wrapped around her
head, but even that was soggy now with blood.
“Is she still alive?” Carl asked.
“Yes. But I don’t know how much longer she’ll…” The husband stopped as he choked on the words.
“Pick her up,” Carl said. “I’ll open the back of the ambulance.”
Carl ran ahead and threw open the back doors to the ambulance. A few seconds later, the husband
appeared and laid his wife on the stretcher in the back then climbed in with her. Carl got in the driver’s seat.

If Carl races to the hospital, turn to page 127.
If Carl takes it safe but slow, send “Slow”. (arrive back at hospital safe, but patient dead)
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Carl grabbed out for his phone. He wasn’t sure where the golden light would take him, but he’d rather
face it with his phone than without. The stranger, still absorbed in the photos of Adelaide from his future,
reacted by increasing his grip on the phone rather than letting it go.
After a second of struggle, the golden light filled Carl’s head.
He opened his eyes. The buildings now were taller, the road paved instead of dirt, the people dressed in
slick suits or prim dresses.
Oh, and the stranger was still here…
He was crouched on the ground, hands on his head, only now daring to look up at the world. When he
did, it was very clear that he wished he hadn’t. He started whimpering. “Wha… what did you do?”
“It wasn’t me,” Carl said. It probably was – this had all started when he’d opened the briefcase – but he
hadn’t meant to flash them forward through time and wasn’t sure he could explain the rest.
“Where am I?”
“Same place you were,” Carl said. “But it’s not eighteen-thirty-eight any more. Looks more like the
twenties or thirties.”
The stranger stood up and looked around at the thin-tyred cars and the nearby trams and the buildings.
“So this is your time?”
“Uh, no. My time is another ninety years away.” While he remembered, Carl picked up his mobile, which
had fallen after the flash. He took some photos of the buildings and the cars and such, for posterity’s sake.
“I’m Carl, by the way.”
“Harrison.” He shook hands absently: a mechanical motion he could perform without paying it the
slightest attention. “How are we here?”
“I don’t really know. It’s been happening to me all of today.”
Harrison stepped back from the street as a soft-topped car breeted past. “How do I get home?”

If Carl has Harrison stay close so they can hopefully travel back to 1838, turn to page 133.
If Carl advises Harrison to stay away from him at the next golden flash, send “On your own”. (Harrison
doesn’t come with)
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“Me?” Carl said. “Looking at you? I’m not looking at you, no not at all.” Carl averted his gaze, first to the
buildings and then to the ground at his feet. How long until the next flash? He’d had about five minutes in each
of the previous zones. By the same logic, he should have another four minutes or so to find something with
which to kill his grandfather.
Dammit. If this had still been eighteen-thirty-eight, there would have been rocks and all sorts on the
ground, but someone had paved the roads and now there wasn’t anything conveniently… murderly.
“Uh… right,” his grandfather said. “So, did you want to hop in?”
Carl nodded and climbed in the passenger seat. He’d have to do this by hand, then. No weapons, no
distance. He’d just… reach over and snap his grandfather’s neck.
His grandfather slid into the driver’s seat. The engine was still running; the car in neutral. His grandfather
seemed nervous. Could he see the murderous intent in Carl’s eyes? Did he know what was about to happen to
him? Or was he just having second thoughts about letting a stranger – any stranger – into his car?
Carl took a deep breath and prepared himself. What would causality make of this?
He reached across with both hands, grabbed his grandfather’s face with his right hand and the back of his
neck with his left, and twisted clockwise as hard and fast as he could.
There was a loud crack and his grandfather slumped. Carl grabbed him before he could hit the steering
wheel. He didn’t know if cars this old had their horns in the middle of the wheel, but he didn’t want to take the
chance. Carl laid his grandfather against the driver’s door like a drunk and climbed out of the car.
Huh. He was still here.
Shouldn’t he have stopped existing? He searched his memory, but he still remembered his grandfather as
the man he’d just killed; he didn’t now remember a different man being his grandfather. So… now he had
memories of a man who didn’t exist? He was the offspring of a man who’d never bred? And the universe
didn’t care?
Wow. Way to give a shit, universe.
Carl walked steadily away from the scene of the murder. Sure, in another few minutes he’d probably flash
so it wouldn’t matter anyway, but he’d rather not be in handcuffs at the time. That might be hard to explain to
whoever was wherever he ended up.
Of course that being said, there were probably lots of ways he could mess with the space-time continuum
before the next flash. After all, he was a man who – logically – had no father. He was an impossibility. Why not
make the universe his bitch?
Carl looked around for more mischief to do. He probably didn’t have time to rob a bank, but no doubt the
security would be looser here in the past. Ooh – he should try to find something valuable and still in mint
condition so he could sell it in the future and make lots of money. If only he knew what was valuable…
The car, probably, but he didn’t think he could take that with him through time.
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And, honestly, was there any point trying? Who knew whether he’d stop when he reached the present?
Because what was the “present”? Right now it was somewhere in the early twentieth century. Who was to say
that two-thousand-and-eleven was as far as the universe had gone. He might jump forward to two-thousandand-fifty.
Better to ride it out, see where he ended up, and have some fun while he was at it.
Ah, and to think how dull this day had started: clear blue skies, a day at the office, ordinary. And now he
was bunny-hopping through time, murdering his ancestors and defying causality.
Yeah. Let the universe throw at him whatever it liked. He could handle it.
Carl felt the next flash a good ten seconds before it came. It felt familiar, warm, welcome, like an old
friend arriving on time. Expected.
Carl kept his eyes open this time, not that it made much difference. The gold filled his vision, so he
couldn’t see what lay in there, but he thought that there were flickering images: like the world was fastforwarding in front of him. Hard to tell, though, because everything was hidden behind the gold filter.
The feeling of a chair beneath him made Carl start. He was in a restaurant. No, a café. The café from this
morning.
He could feel the woman approaching. Could feel the currents that would bring her to him. She followed
them, blonde hair trailing, curves a-bouncing. Her eyes caught his and she slipped into the seat beside him.
Why was she wet this time? Oh, it was raining outside. Odd. It had been clear skies and hot the last time
he’d been here. Was it a different day? No; there were his pancakes in front of him, and the other patrons
were all the same. Only the weather was different. Why was that?
As before, she dumped her briefcase beside his chair and knocked his pancakes off the table. This time,
though, Carl caught them before they hit the ground.
“What’s with the golden light?” he asked her before she could tell him to take the briefcase.
She stopped, losing some of her colour. “What?” she said. Then she looked out at the storm and back at
him as if connecting some dots. “I told you not to open it!” she yelled. “Probably.”
“You did.”
“We have to go!” she said, trying to drag him to his feet.

If Carl goes with the woman, turn to page 139.
If Carl waits for the Suits, send “Golden Syrup”. (confrontation with Suits, which Carl loses)
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The taxi was too dangerous an idea. It was going the wrong way. Carl couldn’t hope to turn it around
without losing the black car. Plus, how was he supposed to explain to the driver that he wanted him to follow a
car? He’d sound like a stalker.
The only option was the pink scooter.
Carl rushed over to it. Its driver was just putting on her helmet (also bright pink. Hopefully it had come
with the scooter and she hadn’t spent money on it). Carl shoved her off, tried to ignore her scream for help
(and not feel guilty about it), and climbed on the scooter. Quick as he could, he took off, searching for the
black car as he went.
There it was! Carl stayed a few cars behind it and after a few intersections he even stopped feeling guilty
about stealing the Vesper and knocking its owner to the ground. Usually he didn’t like that kind of thing, but it
had been necessary. He had to find out what these Suits had done with the woman from the café.
Which would be a whole lot easier if he weren’t balancing her briefcase on his lap. If he’d had time he
would have put it between his legs or under his feet, but he couldn’t exactly have done that right after stealing
the scooter. He’d have to wait for a red light.
He didn’t have to wait long. The black car stopped at a red and, with one car in between them, Carl
stopped too. He quickly put the briefcase behind his legs and then the light was green and they were off again.
It became clear that the black sedan was heading for the general Burnside area and the longer they
travelled the harder it was to keep himself hidden. After all, the traffic kept changing and sometimes Carl was
directly behind the sedan (though a hundred metres behind it). Other times, he had to wait at a red light as
the black car went through and hope that he could catch up. He always did.
And then, he didn’t. By the time Carl turned with the traffic lights, the black sedan was out of sight. Well,
that wasn’t so bad. There was only one side-street it could have gone down, so Carl went down it.
It wasn’t here. Carl drove to the next intersection, but the black sedan wasn’t there either. And it could
have disappeared down any of these streets. Had they spotted him chasing them? Were they trying to lose
him?
Because they had.
Carl sighed. Oh well; he’d tried. Whatever had happened to the woman from the café, he’d done what he
could to find her and help her. He’d broken the law for her, he’d seen his best friend shot for her, and for
what? Nothing. They’d lost him—
Wait, no! There they were, just turning into this side-street from the main road. Why were they back
there? Had they circled the block? But why…
Then Carl saw them accelerating toward them and understood. They were going to ram him, run him
over. He spun the throttle and the 50cc motor whirred and moved away from the side of the road.
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Honestly, though, Carl wasn’t optimistic about his chances of outrunning them, and his chances of losing
them while riding a bright pink scooter weren’t any better.
The black sedan pulled up behind Carl and he swerved off the road and onto the footpath, using the thick
trees as cover. They couldn’t ram him if he stayed up here. And he might even make it back to a main road,
where he’d be safe. They couldn’t run him down in public!
One of the sedan’s windows opened and a Suit poked his head out. He didn’t look worried or upset, and
he didn’t look like he was here to negotiate. He calmly drew out his pistol and pointed it at Carl. Carl tried
braking, but the car braked too, so he accelerated. Sadly, his little scooter wasn’t much for acceleration.
The Suit fired. The first bullet missed. The second Carl felt whirr between his arm and his chest.
Then he was on the ground, on his back, and everything hurt. All he could see were the trees above. Then
a black-suited figure appeared in his vision. He held a gun.
“Got it?” the Suit asked someone Carl couldn’t see.
There was a flash of golden light from the direction of Carl’s feet, then the other Suit said, “It’s here.”
The Suit Carl could see raised his gun. Carl stared right down the barrel, awaiting the shot. “Please don’t,”
he said.
“Thank you, Mister Wickam,” the Suit said. “I thought we’d lost you at your office. And then there you
were, right behind us, like a brightly-wrapped present.” He smiled. “You have no idea what you’ve done; this
will change everything. So thank you.”
The gun fired.

The End.
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Well he wasn’t putting his faith in some supposed email from the future. And he sure wasn’t facing these
chaps if he could avoid it, which he could. So what if he was supposed to get right back to work; it wasn’t like
he could make up for his presentation now. He was better off avoiding these men, whoever they were, and
doing something else with his day.
Carl called the elevator and waited for it, the foreign briefcase seeming especially heavy in his hand.
Another thing that had gone wrong today. What was he supposed to do with the damned thing? He could
always open it and see if there was a business card or something inside, but he’d been explicitly told not to
open it and – since he didn’t know what was in it but the woman who’d told him to keep it shut did – he
thought it best to follow that advice.
He stepped into the elevator and pushed the button for the ground floor. But what if someone else had
called the lift? What if it stopped on the third floor and the men in suits saw him, holding the briefcase, trying
to avoid them?
The numbers counted down, then stopped at four. The doors opened and a guy from legal entered the
lift, thoroughly absorbed in the papers in his hands. Carl kept watching the numbers. Would they stop at
three?
No. They didn’t. The lawyer was going to the ground floor as well, so there were no stops except the
foyer, which Carl crossed with all speed. How long would they wait for him? What would they do if they
discovered he’d dodged them?
He didn’t know. He didn’t want to. Ignorance was bliss.
He stopped just outside the office doors, though. What should he do with this day? This day where
nothing seemed to go right?

If Carl goes home, send “Taking my bat and my ball…” (goes home; Suits find him there and threaten/kill
him)
If Carl goes back to the café and orders more pancakes, turn to page 213.
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Carl smiled. “I want in.”
The Suits started. “What?”
“Whether this briefcase is yours or not – I’d say not, since you were the ones doing the chasing – you
need it for something. I want to know what. I want to be part of that something. It’s bound to be more
interesting than this.” Carl flicked a thumb at Ernest, who was standing forgotten slightly out of the circle.
“Hey!” Ernest said.
“We drive packages around the country, Ernest,” Carl said. “It’s not that thrilling. But then, you wear
glasses and have a comb-over, so you might have a different definition of thrilling to me.”
“The contents of that briefcase are top-secret,” Kevin said. “We can’t just let you in on it.”
“Well since you can’t prove it’s yours I don’t have to give it to you at all. If you let me in, at least you’ll
have your case.”
“Which you’ve opened,” Peter said.
“There’s still plenty of pretty light to go around, don’t worry.” Carl watched the two of them exchange a
series of glances that appeared to be a conversation without words.
Finally, Peter nodded. “Fine. You’re in. Give us the case.”
“Not so fast, boys,” Carl said. “I’ve seen this scene before. If I give you the case, you’ll open it and the light
will go everywhere and it won’t be worth anything. Let’s go back to your place and you can show me around.
Then I’ll hand it over.”
“Fine,” Kevin said. He sounded a bit angsty. Was today not going as he’d have liked? “Let’s go.”
“Bye Ernest,” Carl said. “I’m taking the rest of the day off like you said.”
The Suits led the way downstairs and through the streets, stopping after a couple of blocks at a black
sedan. Man these guys were dull.
But she wasn’t…
There she was: the woman from the café. Still dressed in her white shirt and black trousers, still
outshining the finest gowns. And staring right at him.
Peter opened the passenger door for him.

If Carl tells the Suits where the woman is, send “Judas”. (betrays her. Suits catch Susan and hold her
hostage for the briefcase)
If Carl gets in the car, turn to page 147.
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“Fine,” Carl said, “we’ll take the elevator.”
They waited in silence, listening to the storm outside and the creak of the building all around them. Carl
wished there were something to break the silence, but couldn’t think of anything to say at this point. He barely
knew who Levenstein was but now didn’t seem the time to ask; and he couldn’t exactly start up a conversation
with Ernest while Ernest was using all his effort to not pass out.
Finally the lift arrived and they climbed in. It was only a thirty-second trip to the ground floor, but it
seemed longer. Much longer. Would the cable hold out? Was the building still structurally sound? Would they,
at any second, tumble to their deaths or have the whole building collapse on them?
Ding.
No they wouldn’t. They’d made it to the foyer unharmed and intact. The foyer still held a handful of
employees, those fearful of the storm outside. Carl didn’t blame them. He didn’t exactly want to go out in the
hail, but there was nothing else to do. They had to get Ernest to a hospital as quick as possible.
“How’d you get here?” he asked Levenstein.
“A van.” Levenstein headed toward the back door and motioned to an unmarked white van parked in the
side-street. They’d have to run through the rain to get there, but it was better than going it on foot.
“We’re going to have to run now, Ernest,” Carl said. “You ready?”
Ernest grunted something affirmative, so Carl nodded. Levenstein threw open the door and they ran for
the van. There were only two seats in the front, so they had to put Ernest in the empty cargo section in the
back, which was separated from the front by a wall behind the driver. With Ernest safe, Carl rushed to the
passenger’s side door and, having spent perhaps thirty seconds in the hail, found safety from it again.
“We need to get Ernest to a hospital,” Carl said.
“Of course,” Levenstein said. He’d started the engine and now pulled away from the curb. Behind them
came the sounds of heavy crashes. Carl looked back to see the top six storeys of the building had toppled and
were now resting against the building across the street.
Luckily, Levenstein’s van was parked on the other street.
“How much did you know?”
Levenstein shrugged. “Where to park, go to the bathroom on level eight. That’s about it.”
“So your email was exact?” Carl asked. “Why wasn’t mine?”
“Probably reverse-causation,” Levenstein said calmly. As if a building weren’t collapsing behind them. As if
the sky weren’t falling. As if Carl should know what reverse-causation was.
“What the hell is reverse-causation?” Carl yelled.
“Look, your life is the result of all of your choices, right? Do I go right or left? Based on that choice, you
have the option of eating bacon-and-eggs or a hamburger. With me so far?”
Carl nodded.
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“Well, imagine that in one future you go right and eat bacon. In that future, you send an email back to
right now. The email will make perfect sense for the ‘you’ who chooses to go right and had the choice between
bacon and hamburgers. But since that email went back to before you chose whether to go right or left, you
could still choose left; in which case the email will make no sense at all. If you never have to choose between
bacon-and-eggs and a hamburger, the email becomes nonsense in that timeline.”
This was all too much for Carl. “Surely anything sent from the future would be – or will be, or whatever –
perfectly tailored to the past it has come from, otherwise it couldn’t have existed.”
“Time is branching,” Levenstein said. “At every point. Maybe the email you sent yourself went further
back than Susan’s email to me did, in which case ‘I’ might receive a dozen different emails in a dozen different
timelines that are all playing catchup with whatever you’d already sent yourself.”
This sounded a lot like guesswork. Carl tried to find some silver linings to all this. “So… because I’ve sent
myself an email in the future, does that mean I can’t die until then?” Carl asked.
“Goodness no! Haven’t you been listening?” Levenstein asked. “Look, if a ‘you’ from another timeline
sends the email back, it will be in your past. Even though you – this you – didn’t send it. That’s reversecausation. You could die at any moment.”
Carl stared desolately out the windshield. Hail thumped against it, whiting out his view of the destroyed
cityscape. He could die at any moment? So could everyone, today…
Especially Ernest, if they didn’t get him to a hospital in tim—
“We’re here,” Levenstein announced.
They’d arrived outside the Wakefield St hospital. Few people were driving, given the awful weather, so
they’d made good time. Carl thought that that was about to end: the hospital was packed. Overflowing. Every
hospital would be, on a day like this. People crowded around the doors and piled out on the street, covering
themselves with whatever they had to keep the hail off.
How many of them were horribly injured? On the point of death? Would Ernest be the first in line, or
would he be shoved to the back of the queue until he was a step closer to Death’s door?
“This will delay us,” Levenstein said with a serious glance at Carl. “That might be time Susan doesn’t
have.”
“I can’t just leave him to die!” Carl hissed. He kept his voice low in case Ernest could hear them.
Levenstein considered. “Where we’re going… there will be medical staff. They can help your friend.”
Levenstein hesitated. “If he’s not dead by the time we arrive.”

If Carl tries to admit Ernest here, send “As good a place as any”. (no room; Ernest dies; Levenstein leaves)
If Carl carries on and hopes Ernest will be okay, turn to page 144.
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Why should he trust anyone?
“I think I’ll hang on to the case for now,” Carl said. “I don’t think I know you well enough to just hand over
something this important.”
Susan glared. “Fine,” she said. “You hold on to it. But can we at least flee the building before those men
catch us?”
“Oh, by all means. I’m down with that plan.”
And so, her briefcase (if it was hers) still in his hand, Carl followed Susan the junior researcher out into the
foyer, endured the elevator ride to the bottom (oh it was agony. She smelled like lilacs. How could someone
who’d been running for her life, and sweating, and fretting, still smell like lilacs?), and then they left the
building by the rear exit and climbed into a nondescript white van.
Carl kept his eyes open for any signs of treachery – or the Suits – but there were none. So far as he could
tell, Susan was on the level. That wasn’t enough for him to trust her – she’d have to start answering his
questions for that – but it was a start. At least she wasn’t actively harming him.
“Fine,” she said after they’d driven a couple of minutes, “what do you want to know?”
“Where are we going?”
“To the Marshall-Barney Research Institute.”
“Which is…?”
“Off Grange Road. About fifteen minutes away. And no, I’m not going to tell you what we do there. It’s
just easier if you see it yourself.”
Carl laughed. “People always say that just before they’re horribly killed and can’t reveal the dark secret.
So why don’t you just spill it now?”
She glanced sideways at him. “I’ll take my chances,” she said. But there was the hint of a smile at the
corner of her mouth. Perhaps she wasn’t all stone-cold and humourless.
“So who were the Suits?”
For the first time, Susan’s telltale confidence waned. “I’m not exactly sure. They know who we are, and
where we’re based, and what we’re doing. That worries me.”
“And they’re after this briefcase?”
She sighed. “Yes. I took it out of our research lab this morning to keep them from getting it, but they
followed me into the city. I’d hoped to lose them on foot—”
“Which you did, with my help,” Carl said.
“After you disobeyed my instructions,” Susan said. “Yes. I lost them. So they didn’t get the briefcase,
which is the important thing, I suppose.” She released something that was half-sigh and half-groan. “Why did
you have to open it?”
“I wanted to know what was inside.”
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“And you know now, do you?”
She had a point there. Opening the briefcase hadn’t provided him with many answers. More questions, if
anything. After that, the conversation barely limped along. Too much thinking about people trying to kill them
and betrayals of trust. Too much like an argument.
Susan turned off Grange Road and soon they found themselves among abandoned warehouses and
industry. Into one such presumably-abandoned facility Susan turned. She drove inside, stopped the car, and
climbed out.
There was nothing here. Well, apart from piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
The perfect place to kill him. Somewhere old and abandoned. No witnesses.
Did Susan have a gun? Was Susan even her real name? Had he just made the worst decision of his life?
“Are you going to stand there all day?” she asked him. She was a few metres off, standing at the edge of
the room beside a dusty electrical panel. “Or did you want your answers?”

If Carl joins Susan, turn to page 149.
If Carl thinks the risk too great and leaves, send “Ignorance”. (leaves. Story ends)
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Twenty seconds left? Was that bald man talking about the building? It certainly sounded like it.
Good time to be somewhere else, then.
Carl sprinted for the closing door and made it just before it could click shut. Then he sprinted out into the
hail, following the bald man into the rain. Hail slammed into his head and Carl brought one hand up to shield
himself.
He caught up with the bald man beside a white van. The man was climbing in the driver’s side, but
slammed it shut in Carl’s face. Carl raced around to the passenger side and knocked on the door. Surely the
man would let him out of the storm. It was a basic human courtesy.
Although, now that he looked, he wasn’t sure the man cared about that. He certainly had the look of a
man who preferred numbers to conversations, who delighted in working out the percentages in theory rather
than just doing it and finding out.
Before the man could respond, though, the building behind him collapsed. Its knees long broken, Carl’s
workplace finally succumbed and crumpled with a great swelling of dust and a wall of noise.
Carl found the door open and hurried inside. The wall of dust hit them, but the worst of it went the other
way. Still, a kind of dirt/mud hail wasn’t the sort of thing Carl wanted to get caught in.
“Thanks,” Carl said.
“Yeah,” the bald man said. He seemed upset at something. Probably the whatever he’d been waiting for
inside that hadn’t happened.
Wait, how close had the man’s estimation been? Nearly to the second, Carl thought. How had he known
when the building would come down? Had he had a hand in its destruction?
“Inside,” Carl said, “you said something about twenty seconds left. How did you know when the building
would collapse?”
“Because the future told me,” the man said, staring at Carl as if daring him to say how ridiculous that was.
Being polite or going back into the rain were Carl’s only choices. He opted to be polite to the crazy man,
for now. “The future tell you anything else?”
“Yes. To meet a man called Carl Wickam in the bathroom on the third floor. But he never showed.”
Carl was halfway through nodding soothingly when the bald man said his name. He guessed that he’d
stopped, because the man seemed to have realised something was up.
“You’re Carl, aren’t you?” he asked. And a sort of mad gleam came into his eyes. “Very good to meet you.
I’m Henry Levenstein.”
“I’m not Carl,” Carl said. “I wasn’t in the bathroom. I guess your future was all wrong.”
“No,” Levenstein said. “Only this future.”
That seemed… well… stupid, and Carl’s face let Levenstein know he thought so.
“It’s all a matter of reverse-causation.”
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“What the hell is reverse-causation?” Carl yelled. He’d had a fairly shit day; he wasn’t about to put up
with a man who spoke his own language.
“Look, your life is the result of all of your choices, right? Do I go right or left? Based on that choice, you
have the option of eating bacon-and-eggs or a hamburger. With me so far?”
Carl nodded.
“Well, imagine that in one future you go right and eat bacon. In that future, you send an email back to
right now. The email will make perfect sense for the ‘you’ who chooses to go right and eat bacon. But since
that email went back to before you chose whether to go right or left, you could still choose left; in which case
the email will make no sense at all. If you never have to choose between bacon-and-eggs and a hamburger,
the email becomes nonsense in that timeline.”
This was all too much for Carl. “Surely anything sent from the future would be – or will be, or whatever –
perfectly tailored to the past it has come from, otherwise it couldn’t have existed.”
“That’s pre-determinism,” Levenstein said, “and denies us having any actual choice in the matter. Only
phantom choices. Choices that don’t actually affect the outcome. If we assume we have free will, then that
must also apply to time travel.”
This sounded a lot like guesswork. Also it involved time travel, which was ridiculous. Carl tried to find
some silver linings to all this. “So… because I’ve sent myself an email in the future, does that mean I can’t die
until then?” Carl asked.
“Goodness no! Haven’t you been listening?” Levenstein asked. “Look, if a Susan from another timeline
sends the email back, it will be in our pasts even though it might not relate to us because of a thousand other
choices you or I have made. That’s reverse-causation. You could die at any moment.”
Carl stared desolately out the windshield. Hail thumped against it, whiting out his view of the destroyed
cityscape. He could die at any moment? So could everyone, today…
Ernest would have already, trapped in the building during its collapse. Left for dead. By him.
Carl had almost had enough of these circular answers and pointless conversations. Maybe he’d be better
off just leaving Levenstein. Really… the guy was weird.

If Carl stays with Levenstein, turn to page 124.
If Carl leaves Levenstein, send “Leaving Wonderland”. (clean up city instead; no more Main Plot)
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No matter how golden and calm it looked outside, Carl didn’t trust the weather to stay that way. But he
wasn’t going to stay here, either, not with his arm the way it was.
“It’s just bizarre,” Tony repeated. Carl ignored him and pulled out his mobile phone. It had survived the
crash somehow, and although waterlogged it had seen worse. Carl dialled for a taxi.
“Suburban Taxis, what’s your emergency?” the woman said.
“Wha… Emergency?”
“Half the city’s collapsed!” she snapped. “All our taxis have been commandeered as ambulances. Are you
injured?”
Carl nearly said no, then he remembered his arm. He’d wanted to go to a hospital, well here was his
chance.
“I have a broken arm, probably broken ribs; internal bleeding maybe? I was in a car crash.”
“Lot of that going around,” the woman muttered. “Address?”
Carl told her.
“Right. Someone will be with you once we’ve dealt with the life-and-death cases.”
“How long?” Carl asked.
“I wouldn’t hold your breath,” she said. Then the line went dead. Carl put the phone back in his pocket.
“What was that about?” Tony asked.
“Trying to find a ride to the hospital. Apparently all the taxis are being used to transport wounded now.”
“Not surprising,” Jane said, prising her ear from the radio for a minute to eavesdrop. “They’re estimating
at least ten thousand dead or wounded.”
Carl didn’t have anything to say to that. What did you say, when told that ten thousand people were dead
or dying? Viewed against that, his broken and blackened arm didn’t seem so bad. And, sure, every breath he
drew pierced his chest like a knife, but he’d survive. On the whole, surviving today seemed to be about the
best outcome he could hope for.
Carl went back to the bench and sat. On the street, the first brave motorists were making their way back
onto the roads. Carl stared at the twisted wreck of his car. Between that and his arm, he didn’t foresee a
whole lot of driving in his immediate future. Or running. Even walking would be a hassle. A lot of sitting would
be nice, and some painkillers if possible, but apart from that the world could sort itself out.
“Hm,” Jane said.
“What now?” Tony asked.
“There’s… reports of animals.”
“What animals?” Carl asked. “Don’t tell me it has physically started raining cats and dogs now? I thought
that was just an expression.”
“The reports aren’t very clear. It could just be people scared. Exaggeration. It has to be.”
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“It doesn’t have to be anything,” Tony said. “The rain was impossible. Who’s to say what’ll be next?”
No one wanted to say what might be next. Gradually, the rest of the assorted horde dispersed. The
passengers from the car Carl had hit walked off toward the hospital. The rest, presumably, went back to their
homes or to help in the city. No one would be going back to work today. Finally, it was only Tony and Carl left,
and Tony only stayed because he didn’t think he should leave Carl alone when he had had a concussion.
“So where do you work?” Tony asked.
Today was a bad day for small talk. “I’m pretty sure Jane said it collapsed,” Carl said. “So I guess I’m
unemployed now. Or at least I have the day off.”
Tony was going to say something, but didn’t. Instead, he stared past Carl’s shoulder at the entrance to the
shop. Carl looked over. There was nothing there.
“What?”
“I thought I saw… an animal.”
“Oh, so now the eyewitnesses are being vague. Great.”
“It was big. Like, the size of a bear, at least.”
That seemed worth turning around for, so Carl stopped sitting with his back to the store’s window and
instead turned side-on.
“Where would a bear come from?” Carl asked. “We’re not close to the zoo. Does the zoo even have
bears?”
“I don’t know,” Tony said.
Someone went running past the shopfront, screaming and looking over their shoulder.
“Maybe we should ask them what it was,” Carl said. “I think they got a fairly good look.”
Tony didn’t reply. His head was cocked slightly toward the back room of the shop, where all the excess
shoes (not that they weren’t all excess) were kept. Something had grunted from back there.
Tony looked at Carl. Carl looked back at Tony. Without words, they both understood.
There was one of them in the shop.

If Carl stays in the shop and investigates the sound, turn to page 154.
If Carl leaves the shop, send “Street”. (leave; see no animals)
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No matter how golden and calm it looked outside, Carl didn’t trust the weather to stay that way. He’d
wait right here for the ambulance he’d called.
“It’s just bizarre,” Tony repeated. Carl ignored him. The weather was beyond his control and therefore
beyond his care.
“Yeah, well I don’t trust it,” Carl said. “That storm appeared out of nowhere, and disappeared there the
same. I’m not sure it won’t just come straight back as soon as I put my foot outside. I think we’re better off
staying here, safe and inside.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Jane said, prising her ear from the radio for a minute. “They’re estimating at least
ten thousand dead or wounded.”
Carl didn’t have anything to say to that. What did you say, when told that ten thousand people were dead
or dying? Viewed against that, his broken and blackened arm didn’t seem so bad. And, sure, every breath he
drew pierced his chest like a knife, but he’d survive. On the whole, surviving today seemed to be about the
best outcome he could hope for.
Carl went back to the bench and sat. On the street, the first brave motorists were making their way back
onto the roads. Carl stared at the twisted wreck of his car. Between that and his arm, he didn’t foresee a
whole lot of driving in his immediate future. Or running. Even walking would be a hassle. A lot of sitting would
be nice, and some painkillers if possible, but apart from that the world could sort itself out.
“Hm,” Jane said.
“What now?” Tony asked.
“There’s… reports of animals.”
“What animals?” Carl asked. “Don’t tell me it has physically started raining cats and dogs now? I thought
that was just an expression.”
“The reports aren’t very clear. It could just be people scared. Exaggeration. It has to be.”
“It doesn’t have to be anything,” Tony said. “The rain was impossible. Who’s to say what’ll be next?”
No one wanted to say what might be next. Gradually, the rest of the assorted horde dispersed. The
passengers from the car Carl had hit walked off toward the hospital. The rest, presumably, went back to their
homes or to help in the city. No one would be going back to work today. Finally, it was only Jane, Tony, and
Carl left, and Jane only stayed because she was the only one Carl could convince not to go outside and Tony
only stayed because he didn’t think he should leave Carl when he had had a concussion.
Carl wasn’t really in the mood for conversation, though, so he left that to Tony and Jane. They were really
hitting it off, it seemed…
Tony was going to say something, but didn’t. Instead, he stared past Carl’s shoulder at the entrance to the
shop. Carl looked over. There was nothing there.
“What is it?” Jane asked.
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“I don’t know. I thought I saw… an animal.”
Jane pulled out her radio and started listening, as if mentioning the mysterious animal sightings might
cause the radio to have something new to say about them.
“It was big,” Tony said. “Like, the size of a bear, at least.”
That seemed worth turning around for, so Carl stopped sitting with his back to the store’s window and
instead turned side-on. Just in case.
“Where would a bear come from?” Carl asked. “We’re not close to the zoo. Does the zoo even have
bears?”
“I don’t know,” Tony said.
Someone went running past the shopfront, screaming and looking over their shoulder.
Jane took her headphones out and shook her head: no news. She also retreated toward the storeroom at
the back of the shop. Tony stared at her, his head cocked slightly.
Carl had heard it too. Something had grunted from back there.
Tony looked at Carl. Carl looked back at Tony. Without words, they both understood. A moment later Jane
read their look and froze.
There was one of them in the shop.

If Carl stays in the shop and investigates the sound, turn to page 336.
If Carl leaves the shop, turn to page 152.
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“Cindy,” he said. “We’re going out in that.”
“Aaah!” Cindy said.
“Great. Thanks for your input.”
Carl had put Cindy done once they’d reached the ground floor, more to stop her struggling than because
she was heavy, and now he placed an arm around her waist. She had enough sense to loop her arm around his
shoulders, which was as close to confirmation as he thought he would get from her.
They ran out into the storm.
The hail slammed into him, not hard enough to knock him out, but small and sharp enough to probably be
cutting him; it was hard to tell because the rain was so cold. He was going numb.
Where to go? Toward the centre of the city? Or Victoria Square?
Behind him, Carl heard the building break. He glanced up, took a shard of hail in one eye, and turned back
to the street. He’d seen enough: the building’s knees had broken. The top six or seven storeys were slumping
sideways, across the street, toward the Adam building.
Carl ran in the other direction, toward Victoria Square. There was no cover over there, but he didn’t care.
Getting as far from the collapsing building as possible was the first thing to do. Everything else could wait.
He ran as fast as he could, but Cindy held him back. She could only hop, and kept screaming, and getting
distracted by the chaos around them.
There was a lot. It seemed the Telstra building had collapsed, and had taken out the Commonwealth
building on its way down.
Behind them came another crash. A glance back confirmed that the Move It, Buster! building had just
collided with the building across the street and stopped there, like a drunk against a lamppost. How long
before it fell? Would it take the other building with it?
How many people were trapped inside? And how about those people who had thought themselves safe in
the Adam building? They wouldn’t have evacuated at all.
Carl looked ahead and kept running. He’d saved one person from his building. He couldn’t save the rest in
the other building. He couldn’t save everyone.
Every doorway was crammed with people, every building full – not that Carl really trusted the buildings at
this stage. He made it past the Post Office and turned the corner.
That was when, erasing all other noise, his building collapsed. Dirt – almost mud – blasted along King
William Street. A wall of it shot out where Carl had just been standing. If he’d stayed in that building… he’d be
dead by now.
The thought hit him harder than the hail. Maybe it was shock, he wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t move. Now
it was Cindy dragging him along the street, finding a building that still had a tiny amount of standing room, and
shoving him inside.
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Carl allowed himself to be placed on the floor and stared out at the rain. He was soaked through, freezing
cold, and didn’t care. He might catch hypothermia, but the same was true of everyone. And, in this weather,
he wasn’t sure he’d survive long enough for something to kill him slowly.
“Buddy!” Cindy said, clicking her fingers in front of his eyes.
“Carl,” he said.
“Carl, right. Thanks for saving me and everything.”
Carl nodded. Under other circumstances he might have asked her about herself, even tried to chat her up;
that all seemed pointless now. So he sat in silence and watched the storm.
And, after another forty-five minutes, he saw it clear. From somewhere south-east of him, a circle of clear
blue sky could be seen through the rain and hail and horror. And the circle of clear got bigger, spread out like a
shockwave.
“It’s clearing,” he said. The hubbub around him calmed and, as the calm swept toward them so the silence
spread through the crowd in the little newsagent.
In minutes, the clear blue skies had reached them and all that was left of the storm was a covering of hail
melting on the ground.

If Carl stays in the city to help with the cleanup, send “Cindy the Janitor”. (help; see animals and people
from past)
If Carl stays in the building for fear of some new evil, send “Cindy the Cynic”. (see animals and people
from past from afar)
If Carl gets his car and investigates the source of the storm, send “Cindy the Meteorologist”. (same as 196,
but drives there)
If Carl walks to the storm’s origin, turn to page 196.
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Carl doubted he was the best person to be in charge of other people’s lives. “I’ll pick up the supplies,” he
said. Someone else could drive the ambulance.
“Great.” The receptionist handed him a set of keys. “My car’s the little red hatchback.” She handed him a
slip of paper. “That’s the warehouse’s address and a list of what we need.”
Carl stared at the address. “This is on the other side of the city!”
“Well what do you want?” the receptionist snapped. “You think we should take what we need from the
other hospitals?”
Carl shut up, and nodded, and turned around to go outside. The storm was as bad as ever, and he didn’t
relish the idea of driving across it in a 1.3L hatchback, but he’d promised to help and he was going to.
After a mad dash through the hail and a fumble with the keys, Carl found himself seated in the hatchback.
He started the engine and pulled away. The power was out to most of the city, so the traffic lights weren’t
working, not that that mattered much. No one else was out on the roads: you had to be crazy to be out in this.
Still, Carl took it slow and came to a halt at every intersection, just in case. He’d seen one accident already
today and had no intention of becoming a second.
The warehouse was down by Port Adelaide. Carl took a wide berth around the ruined city. All the tallest
buildings had collapsed or broken in some way. Windows were smashed, or the top storey had collapsed on
one side so the top floor was like a jaunty cap atop the building’s head. Nothing was on fire, because nothing
could stay on fire in such rain, so no great plumes of smoke rose into the sky. Somehow that made the picture
worse. This wasn’t a city burning, this was a city defeated. Broken. Beaten down.
After half an hour Carl had made it to Port Road, and the storm cleared. He saw it coming in his rearvision mirror. Like it was chasing him. A circle of clear skies chased away the storm. Once it overtook the car,
the only proof that a storm had existed at all was the melting hail on the roads.
The day was, once again, a warm summer’s day.

If Carl floors it to the warehouse, send “P Plater”. (same as 188, but arrive earlier; no bad things happen)
If Carl continues driving cautiously, turn to page 188.
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“Hold on,” Carl said. “You said we have twelve minutes and I still have some questions.”
Levenstein looked at his watch. “Make them fast…”
“Right. Well, my email from the future–” Shit he sounded stupid saying that. “–was cryptic and vague.
How do you know exactly how much time we have left?”
“Maybe Susan’s better at leaving instructions than you are.”
“How much did you know?”
Levenstein shrugged. “Where to park, go to the bathroom on level eight, when the building’s coming
down. That’s about it.”
“So why wasn’t my email so precise?”
“Well you’re here, so it didn’t need to be,” Levenstein said. It still sounded like bullshit to Carl, which
Levenstein noticed in his expression. “Fine. Let’s take a minute out from our busy lives to explain reversecausation in a collapsing building, shall we?” Levenstein said calmly.
“Reverse-causation?” Carl said.
“Your life is the result of all of your choices, correct? Do I go right or left? Based on that choice, you have
the option of eating bacon-and-eggs or a hamburger. With me so far?”
Carl nodded.
“Well, imagine that in one future you go right and eat bacon. In that future, you send an email back to
right now. The email will make perfect sense for the ‘you’ who chooses to go right and had the choice between
bacon and hamburgers. But since that email went back to before you chose whether to go right or left, you
could still choose left; in which case the email will make no sense at all. If you never have to choose between
bacon-and-eggs and a hamburger, the email becomes nonsense in that timeline.”
This was all too much for Carl. “Surely anything sent from the future would be – or will be, or whatever –
perfectly tailored to the past it has come from, otherwise it couldn’t have existed.”
“Time is branching,” Levenstein said. “At every point. Maybe the email you sent yourself went further
back than Susan’s email to me did, in which case ‘I’ might receive a dozen different emails in a dozen different
timelines that are all playing catchup with whatever you’d already sent yourself. Maybe you sent something
vague and general because you anticipated that it had to apply to a variety of timelines.”
This sounded a lot like guesswork. Carl tried to find some silver linings to all this. “So… because I’ve sent
myself an email in the future, does that mean I can’t die until then?” Carl asked.
“Goodness no! Haven’t you been listening?” Levenstein asked. “Look, if a ‘you’ from another timeline
sends the email back, it will be in your past. Even though you – this you – didn’t send it. That’s reversecausation. You could die at any moment.”
He could die at any moment? So could everyone, today…

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 120

Especially Ernest! Shit, he was still out there, trapped. If they hurried, they might be able to save him. The
future-stuff could wait until then. Carl ran out into the office and found Ernest, his right hand still trapped
beneath a girder that was supposed to be in the roof.
“How long do we have?”
Levenstein checked his watch. “Five minutes.”
Carl nodded. He had to sever Ernest’s hand to get him free.
That meant he had to find something to sever his hand with.
The photocopier was his first port of call. He grabbed the paper slicer and yanked the blade off. It
effectively made a foot-long machete, though he wasn’t sure whether the blade would be sharp enough to
sheer through bone.
Well, he couldn’t think of anything better, so it was this or nothing. Carl returned to Ernest. Levenstein
still followed him, like a lost puppy. He checked his watch every thirty seconds or so, growing increasingly
agitated.
“Ernest?” Carl said. “This is going to hurt like hell.”
Ernest opened his eyes and spotted the machete in Carl’s hand. For a moment he glared, and tried to tug
his arm free again but when that failed he nodded. Carl took one last deep breath, then swung down as hard
and fast as he could.
Ernest screamed. Carl looked. His arm was still attached. The machete had reached the bone, and maybe
broken it, but not gone right through. Carl swallowed a mouthful of vomit and hacked again.
More screaming. And still he wasn’t through. Carl was bathing in sweat and ready to drop the machete
and go when Levenstein took the machete from his hand.
“Who’s this?” Ernest yelled.
“We don’t have time,” Levenstein said.
“The fuck we don’t!” Carl shouted.
“Hacking won’t do it. We need to saw through that arm. We’d need at least four minutes for that. We
have three minutes to be out of here. I’m leaving, Mister Wickam.”
With that, Levenstein turned and headed for the elevator. Carl stayed beside Ernest. He couldn’t just
leave him… could he? But if he didn’t, he was dead. Wasn’t he?

If Carl tries to free Ernest, send “Saw That Coming”. (stays; dies)
If Carl leaves Ernest, turn to page 161.
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He couldn’t stay here. Who knew how much longer the building would last? He didn’t. However bad the
storm was, as long as it didn’t kill him it would be worth it.
So Carl put his jacket over his head and ran out into the weather. Staying among the tall buildings seemed
like a bad idea: especially since he knew this one was on the way down. Better to get as far from here as he
could. There were steady streams of people dashing in every direction, but mostly clinging to the overhangs or
anything that might provide momentary shelter from the hail.
Carl thought it better to endure a bit of hurt and get as far from the building as he could run. If he stuck to
the safe paths he’d never make decent time. When the building fell – which it would – which direction would it
go? He couldn’t say, so the only thing to do was be so far from it that no matter where it went it wouldn’t hit
him.
To that end, running. Lots of running. His jacket kept the hail from hitting him in the face, but it still hit his
hands and arms and it still stung. The wind, too, knocked him this way and that, sometimes helping him escape
the building and sometimes attempting to drag him back toward it. A couple of times it knocked him to the
ground, but Carl climbed right back up to his feet and kept on running.
After five minutes, he’d reached the centre of Victoria Square. No tall buildings here to fall on him. No
shelter, either, but that was a secondary concern. He found an abandoned car, its windshield a spiderweb
thanks to the hail, and climbed inside. He wasn’t going to drive anywhere in this weather, but at least the car
was out of the weather.
A noise like a concrete rumble made him look back. The Move It, Buster! building was collapsing, broken
at the knees, tumbling across the street. Carl watched it hit the building there and rest for a few seconds. Then
it sank to the ground in a swirl of dust that quickly became mud.
Carl looked at the city: a gutted thing, its buildings falling, its windows smashed, its people huddled in
doorways or trapped, unmoving, in cars.
And today had started out so well…
Carl sighed and sat against the little old car’s fake leather seats and watched the rain change direction
every few seconds, and listened to the deafening pounding of the hail, and tried not to think about what
Ernest had yelled after him when Carl had left him for dead.
And then, after three-quarters of an hour, the storm disappeared. Rolled away, leaving only blue sky and
hot sun and a light covering of hail melting on the ground. Exactly like it had appeared…

If Carl stays in the city to help with the cleanup, send “City Man”. (cleanup; animals)
If Carl stays in the car for fear of some new evil, send “Paranoid Man”. (animals)
If Carl investigates the source of the storm, turn to page 156.
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“I say we check it out,” Carl said.
“People are dying!” Jane said. “Half the city’s injured!”
“Yeah, and if I knew anything about first aid maybe I’d help save them. But I don’t. I do logistics for a
trucking company, Jane; I can’t put a city back together again. But I am curious…” He glanced at Tony. Tony
was still staring at the clear blue sky.
“I want to know what’s happening today,” Tony said. He met Carl’s gaze. “You want to check it out too,
then I say we go before something bad happens.”
Carl nodded, checked the sky one last time, then left the shoe store and walked into the street. The hail
was still melting, so he stepped carefully. Tony followed him, making a straight path for a four-wheel drive
parked beside the shoe store. “I didn’t think it was safe to drive in this weather,” he explained as he climbed
in.
Carl got in the passenger’s side; this car was too clean for his liking. Where were the empty wrappers?
The discarded papers? The abandoned drink bottles? Who kept their vehicle this nice? “Good idea, given what
happened,” Carl said.
“Quite.” Tony drove off.
“So what do you do with yourself?” Carl asked. Now that the crazy storm had passed, small talk seemed
necessary again. They’d left the horrors behind them. Now they were on something more like a road trip. It
wasn’t a long trip, granted, maybe fifteen minutes, but a trip nonetheless.
“I’m an accountant,” Tony said. “Small firm, only a few blocks from the shoe shop we got stuck in. Been
there twenty years now.”
“Are you married?”
“Wife, one kid, neither of them answering their phones.” Carl hadn’t even noticed him calling them, but
he guessed everyone was in their own little world right now. “You?”
“Terribly single, no kids, and I think my workplace collapsed.” Wow. Small talk was a downer today.
They settled for listening to the radio, which was an emergency broadcast. Most of it was reports of death
tolls, places to avoid, or pleas for help, but reports were starting to come through about large animals that had
been sighted all over the city. The reports were less than clear regarding what sorts of animals they were or
where they’d come from, though.
“What do you think caused all this?” Tony asked after another minute.
“I have no idea,” Carl said. “Seems like it was something man-made, though. It started and finished from
the same point, not blown in like weather usually is. I don’t know what could control the weather like that,
though. That’s… something out of science fiction.”
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A few more minutes of silence, and someone on the radio throwing around the word “diprotodon”, and
they arrived at Burnside Village. The problem was where to go now. Without the storm clouds to guide them,
they couldn’t find the epicentre, could they?
“What now?” Carl asked.
“We talk to the locals,” Tony said. The 4x4 parked, he climbed out and approached a woman who was
staring forlornly into space. There seemed to be a lot of them, today.
“Excuse me,” Tony said. “Do you know where the storm came from? Did you see?”
The woman looked up at him. Her hair was matted and her eyes hollow. Carl figured that if she’d had any
cats with her, now was when she’d have started throwing them at Tony and shouting gibberish. “Over there,”
she said, and pointed.
“How far?”
She shook her head. “Two blocks?”
Tony thanked her then looked in the direction she’d pointed. “What do you reckon? Walk or drive?”

If Tony and Carl walk, send “Free Runner”. (doesn’t really matter)
If Tony and Carl drive, turn to page 168.
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Weird or not, Levenstein seemed to be the only person who knew what was happening today, and Carl
was going to stick with him. He was just as likely to die no matter what he did; he might as well know why.
“So what’s the move, doc?” Carl asked.
“With your permission, we leave the city and I blow your mind.” The creepy half-smile was back, but there
was nothing Carl could do about that.
He shrugged. “Let’s go.”
Levenstein started the van and pulled out. The storm still raged, and visibility was awful, but that didn’t
seem to stop him.
“Should we really be driving through this?” Carl asked.
“It’s safer to drive through it now than it will be later.”
“The storm’s going to get worse?”
“Oh no, the storm will probably clear after about an hour. But then bigger things will start coming
through.”
“Through from where?” Carl asked.
Levenstein started to answer, rethought, reconsidered. “We’re doing some research at Marshall-Barney
that isn’t strictly illegal… but which is probably thoroughly immoral.”
“Probably?”
“I’m a scientist not a philosopher,” Levenstein said. Sounded like a cop out to Carl. “It’ll be much easier to
explain once we arrive. You’re more likely to believe me when we reach the lab.”
Sounded fine to Carl. He settled back in the seat and watched Adelaide flow by. Most of the traffic –
emergency vehicles only. No one else was mad enough to come out – was going toward the city instead of
away from it.
After half an hour, Levenstein pulled off Grange Road into the backstreets and followed a route to an
abandoned-looking warehouse. He stopped the van inside it and climbed out. Carl followed suit.
There was nothing here, apart from the piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
This was Levenstein’s lab?
“This way,” the old man said. He’d stopped beside a dusty electrical panel. Once Carl joined him, he
opened it and punched a long code into the keypad.
A second later, the floor descended.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Presumably one that went to a secret
facility. Still, it seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
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It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Levenstein hopped off with all the calm and casual demeanour of a man
returning home from work. Carl followed somewhat more flabbergastedly. Why was this all underground?
Who had built it? Who were Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“This, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said, “is my office. That,” he pointed at the machine, “is my baby.
Today, two men broke into this facility in order to steal what my baby produces. They were unsuccessful at
first, because Susan took it and escaped. However, that storm up there is proof that they caught her. And they
took it from her. And they’ve used it.”
“What does it produce?” Carl asked. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres
high and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights.
Levenstein seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about
a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase.
“It… I suppose ‘produce’ is the wrong word,” Levenstein said. “It separates. We were trying to find a way
to create indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear
down. We succeeded… sort of.”
“And now these thieves have this indestructible object?”
“Well yes, but we’re not so concerned with that,” Levenstein said. “You see, the thing is, objects exist in
time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind you… separated it
from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. “What
does that mean?”
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. If you want something to be completely
indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we
didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It
has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked.
“No! No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve
never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
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Levenstein hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any
object placed in that cube.” Levenstein motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant
machine. Carl looked at the briefcase in it.
“Is that what you’re doing now?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what you did this morning?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what your thieves have got a hold of?”
Levenstein paused. “Yes. They have, in their possession, a briefcase that is utterly indestructible. It
literally has no capacity to ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to
fire lightning from my hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl said.
“Inside that briefcase was all of its potential time,” Levenstein corrected. “The storms we’ve experienced
are, I believe, proof that they’ve opened the briefcase. This has caused timebursts: tiny, unpredictable pockets
of time have escaped and are pulling the past into the present.”
Carl frowned. “The past is rain?”
“At the moment the timebursts are small. Drops of rain, hail, maybe a bolt of lightning. But I believe
they’ll get bigger, and that they’ll pull from the more recent past next.”
“What happens when they catch up?” Carl asked. “Will they pull huge things from the future? Because
that seems like cheating.”
“When they catch up,” Levenstein said, “I believe that whoever opened the briefcase – whoever absorbed
the time inside it – will probably be able to see into the future.”
Carl wished there was something to drink here. He’d have dismissed it as crazy if it weren’t for the email
from his future self and the impossible storm. As it was, he just wished he could get very drunk.
“Which means,” Levenstein said, “that you have to rescue Susan before that happens. Because after that,
one of those thieves will be able to see you coming.”

If Carl asks how to rescue Susan, turn to page 164.
If Carl decides not to help Susan but instead to get drunk, send “Beaker Full of Booze”. (gets drunk, no
more Main Story)
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“Hold on,” he shouted. “I’m going to floor it!” There was no point reaching the hospital with the wife
already dead. He wanted to be an ambulance man; that meant saving lives. Today he’d save lives by driving as
if the devil were behind him.
Carl accelerated. Behind him, he could hear the husband swear and rolling wheels and a thunk. Did the
stretcher in the back have some way to lock it so it wouldn’t slide around as they travelled? Carl didn’t know,
and he wasn’t about to stop and check now.
“Watch it!” the husband shouted.
“How is she?” Carl responded, because there was no real way he could drive carefully and fast. Hell, in
this weather he could barely have driven carefully and slow; visibility was appalling and the hail on the road
made it like driving on ice. Which Carl had never done before.
“She’s still bleeding!” he called over the hail pounding on the roof.
Hell. If the ceiling had hit her on the head, what sort of chance did she have? Sure, once they made it back
she’d be the first one to be treated, but would the treatment be enough? Or was he racing through the rain,
giving this husband hope, only for it to be crushed when they reached the hospital and someone looked at his
wife and pronounced her a lost cause, as good as dead already? How devastating must that be for him?
For the first time, Carl saw the good in being a hopeless loser. No one would mourn him. If he died today,
no child would grow up with photos of his dad instead of the actual thing. No wife would look wistfully at
photos of her wedding day and wonder what their lives might have been.
No! It wasn’t time to think about that. If there was a good time to think about that – and Carl had never
really come across one – it certainly wasn’t while driving at eighty kilometres an hour through a hailstorm
while a woman’s life depended on hi—
Fuck!
It was a car. An overturned car, the remnant of some previous accident. Carl didn’t know if it was
abandoned. He couldn’t tell if there was streaks of blood on its upholstery.
He had time only to register the vague shape directly in front of him.
Too close to stop.
Carl spun the wheel right. The ambulance’s tyres failed to grip on the coating of ice. They kept toward the
overturned car, gently drifting sideways. Spinning the wheel the other way produced no noticeable result.
Neither did the brakes. No matter what Carl did, they were heading right for the car.
Three.
Two.
“What’s going—”
One—
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The passenger side of the ambulance hit the car at sixty kilometres an hour. The overturned car acted like
a ramp or a low wall, and the top-heavy ambulance flipped over it sideways. Carl felt the roof become the wall,
the floor, then came to rest as the other wall.
He heard the husband scream in the back as the stretcher holding his injured wife slammed into every
wall and into him. He didn’t scream once they came to rest, though, which was worse.
Carl was only vaguely aware of things. Nothing hurt. His head felt like it was made of cotton wool. There
was something wet and hot in his hands. That was red. And liquidy. It seemed to be coming from his head…
“Y’okay?” he asked those in the back. No response. He looked in: the stretcher was lying on top of him.
The rag or towel had come off the woman’s head. Whether her injuries were from her house falling on her or
the crash Carl didn’t know. She was dead; that he did know. Her husband… probably was. He hadn’t been
strapped into a seat belt and he’d been hit by a metal frame when the ambulance had redefined “up”.
At least they were together. That was nice.
Carl didn’t bother going to check on them. He wasn’t sure he had the energy and couldn’t see the point.
Much better to just lie here, put his head against the door, which was on the ground, and close his eyes.
At least no one would mourn him. There was that.

The End.
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Well, given the existence of emails from the future, not trusting them seemed less sensible than trusting
them. If nothing else, they’d be a good guide until he could make up his own mind.
The elevator doors closed and they started descending.
“Well, I think the email is for the here and now,” Carl said. “This timeline.”
“Good for you,” Levenstein said. “I understand it’s nice to believe in something. Religion does it for most
people.”
“So how do you know all this, anyway?” Carl asked, because he could feel Levenstein about to start
ranting about the insanity of religious belief in a scientific world.
Levenstein started to answer, rethought, reconsidered. “We’re doing some research at Marshall-Barney
that isn’t strictly illegal… but which is probably thoroughly immoral.”
“Probably?”
“I’m a scientist not a philosopher,” Levenstein said. Sounded like a cop out to Carl. “It’ll be much easier to
explain once we arrive. You’re more likely to believe me when we reach the lab.”
“We’ve been talking about emails from the future for the last ten minutes.”
The elevator doors opened. They were on the ground floor. “Quite.”
Carl followed Levenstein out the fire exit and to a narrow alley where a white van was parked. Within a
minute they were in the van and out of the alley and away from the men in the suits. Whoever they were.
“So who were those men trying to kill me?”
“Thieves,” Levenstein said. “Or, attempted thieves. They tried to steal that briefcase from my office this
morning, but Susan took it and ran. At some point, it seems she gave it to you so they wouldn’t get it. That was
successful; Susan escaping was not. Now they have her, opened your briefcase, and found out who you are.”
“Yeah, I worked that out for myself, thanks.”
“Really?” Levenstein seemed amused that anyone could think without him. “This tells us that, if they get
hold of that briefcase–” He nodded to the briefcase in Carl’s lap. “–they will open it. Which tells me that we
have to prevent them from getting it at all costs.”
“And we have to rescue Susan,” Carl said.
Levenstein nodded. “And that, yes.”
Sounded fine to Carl. Or, as fine as things could be when his best friend had been shot and he was on the
run for his life with a mad scientist. He settled back in the seat and watched Adelaide flow by. At least it was a
nice day…
After fifteen minutes, Levenstein pulled off Grange Road into the backstreets and followed a route to an
abandoned-looking warehouse. He stopped the van inside it and climbed out. Carl followed suit.
There was nothing here, apart from the piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
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This was Levenstein’s lab?
“This way,” the old man said. He’d stopped beside a dusty electrical panel. Once Carl joined him, he
opened it and punched a long code into the keypad.
A second later, the floor descended.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like a
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Presumably one that went to a secret
facility. Still, it seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Levenstein hopped off with all the calm and casual demeanour of a man
returning home from work. Carl followed somewhat more flabbergastedly. Why was this all underground?
Who had built it? Who were Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“This, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said, “is my office. That,” he pointed at the machine, “is my baby.”
“What does it do?” Carl asked. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high
and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. Levenstein
seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about a metre a
side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase.
“It… I suppose ‘separates’ is the best word,” Levenstein said. “We were trying to find a way to create
indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear down. We
succeeded… sort of.”
“And those men wanted to steal this indestructible object?” Carl remembered that he was still holding
the briefcase. Was this thing what all the fuss was about? Or was something inside the briefcase
indestructible?
He slammed it against the ground. The briefcase didn’t dent or bend. Its leather cover didn’t chip. The
concrete did, though.
“You made an indestructible briefcase?” Carl asked. Of everything they could have made… “Why?”
“They don’t want the briefcase, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said. “They want what’s inside it.” He
paused, then nodded. Carl noticed a security-guard type next to him: thick arms, black uniform, pistol on the
hip…
Pistol? These guys were serious.
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Carl handed the briefcase over. No point holding on to it now, he supposed. If it didn’t belong to
Levenstein, that made Levenstein the bad guy and he could just have his hired goon kill Carl and take it. That
Levenstein was asking him to hand it over politely was a show of good faith.
Carl was more prepared to put his faith in Levenstein with every passing moment.
He handed the briefcase to the guard, who turned and walked away.
“Thank you,” Levenstein said. “Now, as for what the thieves were after. You see, the thing is, objects exist
in time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind you… separated
it from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. “What
does that mean?” he asked.
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. If you want something to be completely
indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we
didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It
has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked.
“No! No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve
never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any
object placed in that cube.” Levenstein motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant
machine. Carl looked at the briefcase in it. It was identical to the one the guard had just walked away with.
“Is that what you’re doing now?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what I was carrying around all morning?”
Levenstein paused. “Yes. You had, in your possession, a briefcase that is utterly indestructible. It literally
has no capacity to ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to fire
lightning from my hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl said.
“Yes!” Levenstein said. He seemed excited. He probably didn’t get to explain this stuff a lot.
“Do you have a scientific term for it?” Carl asked. “Like chromatons, or pasticles?”
Levenstein laughed. “No. We just call it Time. Some of the research assistants threw some terms around
for a while, though none as good as ‘pasticles’. Although, to be fair, they are also future time so pasticles isn’t
completely accurate.”
“Moving on,” Carl prompted, “what would’ve happened if I’d opened the briefcase?”
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“That briefcase is the only object in existence that is unaffected by Time. That means it’s the only
container we have for it. Once that’s opened…” Levenstein paused. “Time doesn’t naturally exist separate
from space; it wants to become space-time, so it would immediately bond with the first object it encounters.
What happens after that is purely theoretical. I think that there would be a random overflow – pockets of time
opening and pulling objects in from the past – but I don’t know for sure. We’ve never tried.”
“Really?” Carl asked. “You’re doing everything else you can to destroy the world.”
“Fine, yes, we’re an evil, soulless corporation, but we still have our limits. I’d rather learn all I can about
this before we open Pandora’s Box.”
“But you’re perfectly happy making said box?”
“Did you want to argue, or save Susan?”
“What?”
“Because that’s the next step. We know, from the existence of emails from the future, that either you or
Susan – possibly both – open one of those briefcases at some point today and harness the Time to affect
events in the ‘past’. If you’re so keen on that happening, you need to rescue Susan. Now should we discuss
tactics, or are you going to lecture me on ethics?”

If Carl lectures on ethics, send “Professor Carl”. (some dull stuff, then 169)
If Carl discusses the rescue, turn to page 169.
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“I don’t really know how you get home,” Carl said. “But I think our best bet is for you to stay close to me.
If I feel another flash coming on, I’ll grab hold of you and hopefully we’ll get back to eighteen-thirty-eight.”
Harrison nodded. “Does this happen to you a lot?”
“A lot today, yes,” Carl said.
“And you have no idea about the cause?”
He was a persistent old Englishman, Carl had to give him that. “Well, I opened a briefcase I was told not to
open, but I don’t see how that’s done all this.”
They wandered around the streets. Harrison asked Carl what had happened between his time and the
‘present’ (for lack of a better word). Carl told him about the First World War, and sketched some information
about powered flight and the invention of cars. There were probably other points in there, but he didn’t know
what they were.
After about five minutes, he felt the flash incoming and grabbed hold of Harrison. “You ready?”
Harrison looked scared, but nodded. They didn’t really have a better option right now, just “hang on and
hope you don’t die”.
When the golden whiteness faded away, Carl found himself on the ground once again. Under his fingers
was something hard, not dirt. That wasn’t great. He looked: bitumen, or pavement, or whatever you called it.
They hadn’t gone back in time, then.
Carl picked himself up and looked around. They were back in the present. The real present, the proper
one. More, they were even in the café he’d been in this morning.
Except it hadn’t been raining and hailing this morning. It had been lovely. So was this tomorrow? Or a year
from his time, either in the past or the future?
Carl sat back on his seat. Harrison took the seat to his right. “I take it I’m not home,” he said.
“No you’re not,” Carl said. “I am, though. This is where I was just before all the flashes.”
Harrison nodded and stared out at the pouring rain. He was probably trying to come to grips with the fact
that his whole life was gone. Was in the past. Maybe after this they’d go and look him up, but Carl didn’t know
whether that would make him feel better.
Then the woman entered the café, and Carl knew that right now was this morning. The woman was wet
when she ran in this time, a side-effect of the rain that hadn’t been there the first time, and ran through the
café.
Carl waited for her to stop next to him and give him the briefcase. He wondered what might happen if he
opened it again…
But she didn’t.
She ran right by him, instead stopping at a table behind him and handing the briefcase to an old woman
and saying a few words before running out of the café.
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Before Carl could get up to tell her she’d given the case to the wrong person, two men in suits stormed
into the café and ran out the back after the woman, back into the storm.
“What was that about?” Harrison asked.
“That,” Carl said, “is where I got the briefcase from.” He looked at the little old lady now pulling the
briefcase onto her lap. She looked like the trustworthy sort that wouldn’t open the case, who would do as she
was told. But what had she been told?
And last time, the woman had stolen his case, presumably so the Suits wouldn’t realise she’d dropped it.
But the old woman hadn’t had a case, so now she wasn’t carrying anything. Would the Suits realise? Would
they come back here and search the place? Would the little old woman be able to keep it safe?
Was it even his business now? The woman hadn’t entrusted it to him this time, maybe because he’d done
a poor job last time or maybe because this time he wasn’t alone. Either way, he had a free pass to get on with
his own life. He did have that big presentation today.

If Carl talks to the little old lady to protect the case and ends up having to take it by force, turn to page
179.
If Carl talks to the little old lady so he can open the case again and ends up accidentally killing her, send
“Little Old Repeat”.
If Carl and Harrison leave the café and go to Carl’s work and ends up trying to explain why there’s a
nineteenth-century Englishman following him around, send “Menial Labourer”.
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Of all his options, trusting the beautiful woman seemed the best one to Carl.
“Here you are,” he said, handing the case over. She took it without any of the delicacy Carl had expected.
Wasn’t this case supposed to be important and precious and whatnot?
“Thank you,” she said, and sounded it. That made him feel all gooey inside, but he tried not to let it show.
“Now I should get out of here before those men catch me.”
Just her?
“What about me?” Carl asked.
“What about you?” Susan asked.
“Well, I mean, I’m part of this too. I sent myself an email from the future. I should come with you or I
won’t be able to send it and the universe will implode or something.”
She laughed. “I don’t think the universe is that delicate, but if you want to come along I guess you do have
that right.”
And so, her briefcase in her hand, Carl followed Susan the junior researcher out into the foyer, endured
the elevator ride to the bottom (oh it was agony. She smelled like lilacs. How could someone who’d been
running for her life, and sweating, and fretting, still smell like lilacs?), and then they left the building by the
rear exit and climbed into a nondescript white van.
Carl kept his eyes open for any signs of the Suits but there were none. Was that because Susan knew the
future, or because they’d been lucky?
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“The Marshall-Barney Research Institute.”
“Which is…?”
“Off Grange Road. About fifteen minutes away. And no, I’m not going to tell you what we do there. It’s
just easier if you see it yourself.”
Carl laughed. “People always say that just before they’re horribly killed and can’t reveal the dark secret.
So why don’t you tell me now?”
She glanced sideways at him. “I’ll take my chances,” she said. But there was the hint of a smile at the
corner of her mouth.
“So who were the Suits?”
For the first time, Susan’s telltale confidence waned. “I’m not exactly sure. They know who we are, and
where we’re based, and what we’re doing. That worries me.”
“And they’re after this briefcase?”
She sighed. “Yes. I took it out of our research lab this morning to keep them from getting it, but they
followed me into the city. I’d hoped to lose them on foot—”
“Which you did, with my help,” Carl said.
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“After you disobeyed my instructions,” Susan said. “Yes. I lost them. So they didn’t get the briefcase,
which is the important thing, I suppose.” She released something that was half-sigh and half-groan. “Why did
you have to open it?”
“I wanted to know what was inside.”
“And you know now, do you?”
She had a point there. Opening the briefcase hadn’t provided him with many answers. More questions, if
anything. Still, he was on the path to answers, and he had a sexy tour guide. This day was looking up.
Susan turned off Grange Road and wound her way through abandoned warehouses and industry. Into one
such presumably-abandoned facility Susan turned. She drove inside, stopped the car, and climbed out.
There was nothing here. Well, apart from piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
The perfect place to kill him. Somewhere old and abandoned. No witnesses.
Did Susan have a gun? Was Susan even her real name? Had he just made the worst decision of his life?
No. These doubts were completely unfounded. He’d told himself he’d trust her and he would.
Carl stopped beside Susan, who had opened an old electrical box and was inputting some numbers.
“What’s that d—” was as far as Carl got before the floor descended. They were on an elevator. The entire
warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like an abandoned warehouse. What kind of
company had a secret elevator? Or a secret facility? It seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Susan stepped off and looked back at him to indicate that it was fine for him
to follow. Carl did, somewhat flabbergastedly. Why was this all underground? Who had built it? Who were
Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“Welcome to my workplace, Carl,” Susan said. “I’ll introduce you to—”
“Susan!” shouted a man who was running toward her. He was bald on top, with dark hair surrounding
each ear, a long hook-like nose, and chubby cheeks. He was dressed in a brown jacket with elbow-patches and
grey trousers, over which was a long white scientist coat. He hugged Susan. “Are you all right?”
“Thanks to Carl, yes,” Susan said. She handed him the briefcase.
“It’s safe?”
“It…” Susan looked over at Carl, then back to the balding man. “Mostly. Carl opened it a crack– but,” she
said, before the scientist could interrupt, “–if he hadn’t they would have caught me.”
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“Well. We’ll deal with that later.” He offered his free hand to Carl. “I’m Henry Levenstein.”
“Carl Wickam.”
“Carl would like to be involved,” Susan said. “Seems he sent himself a message from the future.”
Henry seemed only mildly surprised by this. Did that sort of thing happen a lot to him? “Then we’d best
give him the tour. Would you take care of the briefcase, Susan?”
Susan took the briefcase back and left Carl and Henry alone. “This, Mister Wickam,” Henry said, “is my
office. That,” he pointed at the machine, “is my baby.”
“What does it… do?” Carl asked. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres
high and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. Henry
seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about a metre a
side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase identical to the one Susan was
carrying out of the room.
“It… I suppose ‘separates’ is the best word,” Henry said. “We were trying to find a way to create
indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear down. We
succeeded… sort of.”
“And those men wanted to steal this indestructible object?” Carl asked. “The briefcase?”
“They don’t want the briefcase, Carl,” Henry said. “They want what’s inside it. You see, the thing is,
objects exist in time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind
you… separated it from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. “What
does that mean?” he asked.
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. If you want something to be completely
indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we
didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It
has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked.
“No! No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve
never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Henry hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any object
placed in that cube.” Henry motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant machine. Carl
looked at the briefcase in it.
“Is that what you’re doing now?”
“Yes.”
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“Is that what I was carrying around all morning?”
“Yes. You had, in your possession, a briefcase that is utterly indestructible. It literally has no capacity to
ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to fire lightning from my
hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl said.
“Yes!” Henry said. He seemed excited. He probably didn’t get to explain this stuff a lot.
“Do you have a scientific term for it?” Carl asked. “Like chromatons, or pasticles?”
Henry laughed. “No. We just call it Time. Some of the research assistants threw some terms around for a
while, though none as good as ‘pasticles’. Although, to be fair, they are also future time so pasticles isn’t
completely accurate.”
“Moving on,” Carl prompted, “what would’ve happened if I’d opened the briefcase?”
“That briefcase is the only object in existence that is unaffected by Time. That means it’s the only
container we have for it. Once that’s opened…” Henry paused. “Time doesn’t naturally exist separate from
space; it wants to become space-time, so it would immediately bond with the first object it encounters. What
happens after that is purely theoretical.”
“You go back in time.”
“You went back in time,” Henry corrected, “because the first thing the Time hit was your brain. It sent
your consciousness back. But if you’d opened the briefcase further, it might have sent all of you back in time.
Or it might have turned you into a sperm and an egg. Or it might have jumped you a hundred years into the
future. We don’t know. What I do know – or am fairly sure of – is that a mass release of Time would cause a
random overflow – pockets of time opening and pulling objects in from the past.”
“You’re really doing everything you can to destroy the world, aren’t you?”
“Fine, yes, we’re an evil, soulless corporation, but we have our limits. For instance, I didn’t open the
briefcase. I’d rather learn all I can before we open Pandora’s Box.”
“But you’re perfectly happy making said box?” Carl asked.
“Leave it, Carl,” Susan said. The briefcase had been put somewhere. “We have more important things to
discuss. For instance, those men will probably be on their way here right now.”
“Then why did we come back here?”
“Because hopefully they’ll check your house first, which gives us about half an hour.”
“To do what?”
“Prepare for the attack.”

Turn to page 182.
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“Oh all right,” Carl said, and allowed himself to be rushed out of the café and into the storm. The woman
used the briefcase as a makeshift umbrella, which seemed irresponsible if its contents were so important. Carl
ran in front of her and led the way to his car, which he climbed in, started, and they headed out.
Perhaps it was dangerous to drive through a freak thunderstorm, but Carl had just killed his grandfather
and shouldn’t exist, so he thought he’d chance it.
“Hi,” he said, “I’m Carl.”
The woman paused before answering, perhaps trying to work out whether he was actually trying to chat
her up while they were on the run for their lives. “Susan,” she said at last. Then she sighed. “So you opened
the briefcase?”
“Yeah. The light got out. Sorry about that. Also, what’s with the travelling through time?”
“You opened it all the way?”
“Is that bad?”
Susan groaned. “You see this weather? That’s because you opened this briefcase. And it’s going to get
worse.”
“Get worse?” Carl asked. “I killed my grandfather twenty minutes ago and the universe didn’t blink me
out of existence. I’m not sure it cares about paradoxes.”
“You… Seriously?”
“Seriously. Care to explain how that’s possible?”
“Sure. Care to study for five years so you’d understand me?” Susan asked. “Dumbed down, this present is
a slightly different present to the one you left, a present where you don’t exist.”
“So how come I exist?”
“Because ‘you’ is a series of atoms and you’re right, the universe probably doesn’t care what they are. It
doesn’t have a concept of ‘you’ as a continuing being, only as constituent particles. So even though you
couldn’t have been born in this timeline, you can exist here just fine because we have plenty of atoms to go
around.”
So he’d killed his grandfather for no reason? Not entirely – he’d shown that anything was possible. No
boundaries.
“Where are we heading?”
“Back to the lab, Grange Road,” Susan said. “It’s our only hope.”
“Only hope for what? Also who are you people? And what was in the briefcase?”
“I work for Marshall-Barney Research Institute. And it’s our only hope to fix you.”
“Fix me? I’m not broken. I can travel through time; in what way is that not awesome?”
“Because we don’t know how the time particles will affect you. You might age a hundred years in a
minute, or turn back into a baby, or travel ten years into the future.”
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Put like that, it sounded like it was worth at least turning up and hearing what the lab monkeys had to say
for themselves. Carl kept on the roads, following Susan’s directions and sneaking glances at her in the
passenger seat. There wasn’t much other traffic out in the storm; a few car crashes but no one else heading
away from the city like him. The only vehicles still driving were emergency services, and they were all heading
into the city.
Which was starting to crumble in his rear-vision mirror. The tallest buildings had succumbed to the
pressure of the wind and hail, and some had fallen. Adelaide’s meagre skyline was even shorter now. Carl kept
the radio off so he wouldn’t have to hear how many people were dying in those buildings.
Eventually Susan directed him into the backstreets, winding around industrial districts and warehouses,
and finally into one of them. It looked even more abandoned than those around it.
There was nothing here. Well, apart from piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
Carl followed Susan to an old electrical box, which she opened and started pushing buttons in. When she
finished, the floor descended. They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An
elevator designed to look like an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a
secret facility? It seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Susan stepped off and looked back at him to indicate that it was fine for him
to follow. Carl did. This was an impressive feat. Underground for extra secrecy, presumably. You’d want that, if
you were messing around with the laws of space and time.
“Welcome to my workplace, Carl,” Susan said. “I’ll introduce you to—”
“Susan!” shouted a man who was running toward her. He was bald on top, with dark hair surrounding
each ear, a long hook-like nose, and chubby cheeks. He was dressed in a brown jacket with elbow-patches and
grey trousers, over which was a long white scientist coat. He hugged Susan. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Henry, but we have a problem.”
“You still have the case,” Henry said, spotting it.
“Carl opened it.”
Henry spun to stare at Carl, then back to Susan. “Why did you let him do that?”
“I didn’t. I was being chased. I thought I could leave him this case and take his and fool the thieves, but
when I got to him, he… asked me what the light was.”
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Henry’s face dropped and he took a moment to stare into the distance. “You’d been there before?” he
asked Carl.
“First time, she gave me the briefcase and ran off. I opened it and went back to the cretaceous or
something. Then I came to eighteen-thirty-eight, and then to sometime in the nineteen-twenties. It was there
that I killed my grandfather before he met my grandmother.”
“And yet you’re fine,” Henry said.
“Then I was back in the café and Susan was trying to give me the briefcase again.”
“I assume she told you not to open it.” Maybe Henry was trying to sound angry and threatening, but he
was too chubby for that. Also, Carl wasn’t exactly putting up with a whole lot today.
“She did. I guess she should have given it to someone else.”
“Have you checked it?” Henry asked Susan.
“I thought you’d want to,” Susan said, offering him the case.
“Look, I’ll do it,” Carl said. He took the briefcase, undid both clasps, and threw it open. There was nothing
inside this time: no light, not the past. Just an empty briefcase.
Henry and Susan, both of whom had flinched away, now looked closely at it. After twenty seconds or so,
Susan said, “I think we should put him in the machine.”
“What machine?” Carl asked. “That machine?” The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe
four metres high and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing
lights. Henry seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube
about a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase identical to the
one Susan was carrying out of the room.
“It’s the only way of separating out the time you’ve stolen,” Susan said. “The only way of returning you to
normal.”

If Carl volunteers, send “Back to Normal”. (put in machine. Dies, frozen into place)
If Carl doesn’t want to go in the machine, turn to page 180.
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“We’ll wait here,” Carl said. “I don’t fancy going outside in this storm.”
“You realise that the longer you wait, the greater the risk that they’ll have to amputate your legs?” Tony
asked. “When I said they don’t look good, I was being kind. They’re black and purple and I don’t know whether
that’s bruising or internal bleeding or something else.”
“I’ll chance it.”
Tony nodded. Now that the issue had been discussed, he seemed calmer. Probably because the decision
was no longer his. “Good idea,” Tony said. “We have shelter here. We’ll just wait it out.”
“Yeah, way to jinx it,” Carl said. “Now it’ll probably start raining fire or something.”
“You don’t think it will, do you?” Tony asked.
Carl shook his head. He wouldn’t discount it, on a day like today, but then the water-rain would probably
put the fire-rain out. Who knew?
For the first time, Carl really looked around the shoe store. There were about ten people in here. Two of
them had scratches and lacerations – probably they had been in the other car – but Carl with his useless legs
was probably the most injured.
“I’m just going… to close my eyes for a minute,” Carl said.
“You might have a concussion,” Tony said. “You should stay awake.”
“Yeah, I should do a lot of things.” Carl closed his eyes and laid back. His legs still hurt, horrifically, but at
least he didn’t have to look at everyone else and how soggy and pathetic they looked. He was aware of Tony
fussing around him, probably checking that he was okay as best he could.
Voices swirled around him. A woman called Jane had been listening to the radio on her Walkman on the
way to work, and had the best idea of what had happened. “The storm started in Burnside somewhere. Came
out of nowhere.” She paused. “It’s probably hit the city by now.”
That killed conversation. If that storm had been this bad on the ground, how bad was it a couple of
storeys up? How many buildings had collapsed? What was the death toll?
“God,” Jane said. Carl opened her eyes: she was removing her earphones. “The Telstra building has
collapsed.”
Carl could see the Telstra building from his workplace. It was across the street. And it was something like
twenty storeys tall. How many people would have been inside? Had they been told to evacuate, or to stay
indoors to avoid the weather?
Jane wasn’t finished. “Apparently it hit the Commonwealth building on the way down.”
Silence. Just the hail on the roof of the shop and on the bitumen outside.
“Fuck,” Tony said.
More silence.
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“Yeah,” Carl said eventually. How many people had died today? How many lay dying? “How long is this
storm going to last?” he asked Jane. “Are they saying?”
Jane shook her head. “Not really. They don’t know what caused it. It can’t exist, either, apparently. Totally
impossible.” She stared out at the thumping hail. “Yet here it is.”
So the experts had no idea how long the hail would last? That wasn’t a good sign. And every minute the
storm lasted would be more people who needed help. More ambulances being sent out. How far down the list
would he fall with his bruised legs?
Nothing to do about it but wait. He couldn’t go out there. Hell, he couldn’t go anywhere.
After about an hour, the storm cleared exactly as it had appeared. Jane, still monitoring the radio, told
them it was coming and everyone turned their eyes toward Burnside. Sure enough, a circle of clear blue sky
had appeared in the middle of the tempest and as they watched the circle expended, swept outward. In a few
minutes it had reached them and the stormclouds swirled away to nothingness.
“Anyone care to tell me how that’s possible?” Tony asked. “No one? Okay.”
The hail remained on the wet roads, proof that it hadn’t all been some strange communal dream, but it
provided no more answers. How had such a storm started? What had stopped it?
Carl stared at the assembled throng at the shop’s doorway. The day still had rain’s chill, but it looked very
pleasant now. The sun was warm and golden and all felt fresh.

If Carl gets them to carry him to the hospital now, turn to page 181.
If Carl stays put and continues to wait for the ambulance, send “Not Setting a Foot Outside”. (ambulance
still doesn’t come)
If Carl does something else, send it in!
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“Fine. We’ll keep going,” Carl said. “Hang on, Ernest.”
Levenstein put the van into gear and they headed off again. The trip seemed to take forever. Perhaps that
was because the van could only crawl along or risk having an accident. Perhaps it was because Ernest wasn’t
making any noise, so far as Carl could tell, and may already be dead. Perhaps it was because Levenstein wasn’t
a very good conversationalist and had run out of things to say.
After half an hour that seemed much longer, they arrived at their destination. Carl had had trouble
keeping track of where they were: the visibility in the rain was terrible and he didn’t know this side of the city
very well. He could tell they were on Grange Road at some point, and then among the various warehouses and
industrial bits and bobs.
Next thing he knew, Levenstein had pulled into an abandoned warehouse and climbed out.
There was nothing here, apart from the piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
“What the hell are you doing?” Carl yelled. “Ernest needs medical attention!”
“Get him,” was Levenstein’s reply. He then stopped beside a dusty electrical panel, which he opened and
started tinkering with. Carl opened the back of the van. Ernest was still alive, but unconscious and breathing
shallowly.
Then the floor descended.
Was it something to do with the storm? The next horror? Earthquakes? No, because the walls were
staying stationary.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Presumably one that went to a secret
facility. Still, it seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Levenstein hopped off with all the calm and casual demeanour of a man
returning home from work. Carl followed somewhat more flabbergastedly, holding Ernest in his arms. Why
was this all underground? Who had built it? Who were Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“First things first,” Levenstein said, and hit a red button on the wall. Klaxons began blaring and scientists
came running. “Take Mister Wickam’s friend and give him medical attention. The hospitals are swamped. Go.”
The scientists took Ernest from him and ran off. How much actual medical experience they had Carl didn’t
know, but they had to have more than him so he said nothing.
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“So…” Carl said, “this is where you work?”
“This, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein pointed at the machine, “is my baby. Today, two men broke into this
facility in order to steal what my baby produces. They were unsuccessful at first, because Susan took it and
escaped. However, that storm up there is proof that they caught her, took it from her, have used it.”
“What does it produce?” Carl asked, needing to talk about something, anything, to take his mind off
Ernest. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high and connected every ten
metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. Levenstein seemed to be leading Carl
toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about a metre a side had been placed on
the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase.
“It… I suppose ‘produce’ is the wrong word,” Levenstein said. “It separates. We were trying to find a way
to create indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear
down. We succeeded… sort of.”
“And now these thieves have this indestructible object?”
“Well yes, but we’re not so concerned with that,” Levenstein said. “You see, the thing is, objects exist in
time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind you… separated it
from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, the place was abandoned. All the staff were off helping Ernest. But the lights
blinked obediently. “What does that mean? Separating something from its time?”
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. For something to be completely
indestructible, those atoms must never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we didn’t
realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It has
to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked. Could they use that to save Ernest’s
life? To bring him back to life, or make his arm grow back, or something?
“No! No, no, nothing so useful.”
Ah. Shit.
“These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve never seen anything like it before
so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any
object placed in that cube.” Levenstein motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant
machine. Carl looked at the briefcase in it.
“Is that what you’re doing to that briefcase now?”
“Yes.”
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“Is that what your thieves have got a hold of?”
Levenstein paused. “Yes. They have, in their possession, a briefcase that is utterly indestructible. It
literally has no capacity to ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to
fire lightning from my hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl said.
“Inside that briefcase was all of its potential time,” Levenstein corrected. “The storms we’ve experienced
are, I believe, proof that they’ve opened the briefcase. This has caused timebursts: tiny, unpredictable pockets
of time have escaped and are pulling the past into the present.”
Carl frowned. “The past is rain?”
“At the moment the timebursts are small. Drops of rain, hail, maybe a bolt of lightning. But I believe
they’ll get bigger, and that they’ll pull from the more recent past next.”
“What happens when they catch up?” Carl asked. “Will they pull huge things from the future? Because
that seems like cheating.”
“When they catch up,” Levenstein said, “I believe that whoever opened the briefcase – whoever absorbed
the time inside it – will probably be able to see into the future.”
See the future? Carl was having a hard enough time with the storm. And cutting off his friend’s arm. And…
just… everything! He didn’t need clairvoyant time-travelling thieves in the mix!
“Which means,” Levenstein said, “that you have to rescue Susan before that happens. Because after that,
one of those thieves will be able to see you coming.”

If Carl concentrates on rescuing Susan, turn to page 171.
If Carl concentrates on helping Ernest, send “Bros Before Hoes”. (leave Main Story and find help for
Ernest)
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Carl winked at the woman from the café as he climbed into the car. What she made of that he didn’t
know. She was pretty; hopefully she’d see it as a come-on. Most likely, though, she’d remember him climbing
into the car with her enemies rather than his expression.
The Suits climbed in, Kevin behind the wheel and Peter behind him in the back. Without speaking, the car
pulled out into traffic. Carl sat quietly and watched the traffic go by. They seemed to be heading south-eastish.
“So where are you guys located?” Carl asked.
“Burnside.”
Carl whistled. “Nice neighbourhood.”
“Quiet neighbourhood,” Peter said. “No one asks questions.”
“Not much police presence, either,” Carl said. “Are you a large company?”
“We’re entrepreneurs,” Kevin said. “What’s in your briefcase will be the start of our company.”
“But you didn’t make it?”
“No,” Peter said.
“Didn’t think so. If you had, you’d have sent lawyers after me instead of… what are you guys? Thieves?”
“I suppose so,” Kevin said without a hint of remorse. “We’re opportunists. We heard about an
opportunity and we took it.”
Carl spotted the woman from the café two cars behind them. Was she following them? Had they noticed?
“What opportunity?”
“Peter here is quite the ladies man,” Kevin said. “There’s a junior associate for Marshall-Barney who
succumbed to his charms.”
“Oldest trick in the book,” Carl said.
“Still works,” Peter said. “He didn’t even realise what he was showing me. Just thought I’d be impressed
by the blueprints. Didn’t realise I knew how to read them or that I’d spot the address on the bottom.”
“Blueprints of wha— Wait… ‘he’?” Carl looked from one Suit to the other. Were they…?
“Yes, Carl,” Kevin said. “Is that a problem for you?”
“Uh, no. Just… You know… Good for you.”
“Thank you,” Peter said. He seemed amused by something.
“So where’d you meet?” Carl asked. “If that’s not too personal?”
“Why should it be?” Kevin asked. “We met in the army. Peter was an atomic engineer; I was assigned as
his bodyguard for a mission.”
Carl tried to take that all in. He’d made himself a partner in crime with a pair of gay, ex-army atomic
engineers? That was almost weirder than the time-slip at the café.
“Can we ask you something, Carl?” Kevin asked.
“Sure.”
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“Why are you doing this? Peter and I have seen the woman who gave you that briefcase. She’s not our
type, but why isn’t she yours? Why side with us over her?”
“The money,” Carl said. “Get money and women will follow. I’m sure if I ran into her again, she’d grab her
briefcase off me and never speak to me again. I’m better off doing the action that yields long-term results.”
“A planner,” Peter said. “Good idea.”
“Yeah,” Kevin agreed. They turned down a side-street. “Although, if you were planning on long-term
survival, why did you get in a car with two strange men?”
Before Carl could reply, or even look over to see if this was Kevin’s odd sense of humour, he felt
something cut all around his throat and his neck was pulled back against the headrest. He didn’t feel blood
running down his chest, though, so it wasn’t a knife. Probably wire. He was being strangled.

If Carl attempts to get free, send “Freedom or death”. (dies)
If Carl attempts to open the briefcase, turn to page 173.
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Carl didn’t reply, but he did want his answers so he walked over to Susan, who was inputting numbers
into the electrical box. “What’s that d—” was as far as Carl got before the floor descended. They were on an
elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like an abandoned
warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a secret facility? It seemed to scream “Evil
Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Susan stepped off and looked back at him to indicate that it was fine for him
to follow. Carl did, somewhat flabbergastedly. Why was this all underground? Who had built it? Who were
Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“Welcome to my workplace, Carl,” Susan said. “I’ll introduce you to—”
“Susan!” shouted a man who was running toward her. He was bald on top, with dark hair surrounding
each ear, a long hook-like nose, and chubby cheeks. He was dressed in a brown jacket with elbow-patches and
grey trousers, over which was a long white scientist coat. He hugged Susan. “Are you all right?”
“Thanks to Carl, yes,” Susan said.
“And the briefcase is safe?”
“It…” Susan looked over at Carl, then back to the balding man. “Mostly. Carl opened it a crack– but,” she
said, before the scientist could interrupt, “–if he hadn’t they would have caught me.”
“Well. We’ll deal with that later.” He offered a hand to Carl. “I’m Henry Levenstein.”
“Carl Wickam.”
“It seems Carl sent himself a message from the future,” Susan said.
Henry seemed only mildly surprised by this. Did that sort of thing happen a lot to him? “Then we’d best
give him the tour. Would you take care of the briefcase, Susan?”
“Not happening,” Carl told him.
Henry fixed him a hard stare, but he was a scientist; what was he going to do?
“Very well. Perhaps you’ll reconsider once you realise what’s at stake,” Henry said.
“You mean you’re actually going to tell me something? I may faint.”
Henry ignored that, with a couple of quick glances at, then away from, then at Carl. He clearly wasn’t
comfortable in the presence of people; let alone people he couldn’t boss around.
“I’m sorry,” Carl said. “Please, continue. Tell me what that’s for.” He motioned at the machine that took
up most of the room. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high and
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connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. Henry seemed to
be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about a metre a side had
been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase identical to the he held in his right hand.
“It… I suppose ‘separates’ is the best word,” Henry said. “We were trying to find a way to create
indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear down. We
succeeded… sort of.”
“And those men wanted to steal this indestructible object?” Carl asked. “This briefcase?” Was that what
all the fuss was about? Or was something inside the briefcase indestructible?
He slammed it against the ground. The briefcase didn’t dent or bend. Its leather cover didn’t chip. The
concrete did, though.
“You made an indestructible briefcase?” Carl asked. Of everything they could have made… “Why?”
“They don’t want the briefcase, Carl,” Henry said. “They want what’s inside it. You see, the thing is,
objects exist in time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind
you… separated it from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. Other men
in security uniforms had inched closer to him when he’d slammed the case into the concrete. Perhaps they
were worried he’d break the unbreakable object.
“What does that actually mean?” Carl asked.
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time,” Henry said. “If you want something to be
completely indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever.
What we didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just
disappear. It has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?”
“No! No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve
never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Henry hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any object
placed in that cube.” Henry motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant machine. Carl
looked at the briefcase in it. “Which creates an object that is utterly indestructible. It literally has no capacity
to ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to fire lightning from my
hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And traps all of the briefcase’s potential time inside?” Carl said.
“Yes!” Henry said. He seemed excited. He probably didn’t get to explain this stuff a lot.
“Do you have a scientific term for it?” Carl asked. “Like chromatons, or pasticles?”
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Henry laughed. “No. We just call it Time. Some of the research assistants threw some terms around for a
while, though none as good as ‘pasticles’. Although, to be fair, they are also future time so pasticles isn’t
completely accurate.”
“Moving on,” Carl prompted, “happened when I opened the briefcase?”
Henry considered how to answer. “Time doesn’t naturally exist separate from space; it wants to become
space-time, so it immediately bonds with the first object it encounters. What happens after that is purely
theoretical.”
“You go back in time.”
“You went back in time,” Henry corrected, “because the first thing the Time hit was your brain. It sent
your consciousness back. But if you’d opened the briefcase further, it might have sent all of you back in time.
Or it might have turned you into a sperm and an egg. Or it might have jumped you a hundred years into the
future. We don’t know. What I do know – or am fairly sure of – is that a mass release of Time would cause a
random overflow – pockets of time opening and pulling objects in from the past.”
Carl looked from Henry to Susan. “You people are really doing everything you can to destroy the world,
aren’t you?”
“Fine, yes, we’re an evil, soulless corporation, but we have our limits. For instance, we didn’t open the
briefcase. We’d rather learn all I can before we open Pandora’s Box.”
“But you’re perfectly happy making said box?” Carl asked.
“Leave it, Carl,” Susan said. “We have more important things to discuss. For instance, those men will
probably be on their way here right now.”
“Then why did we come back here?”
“Because hopefully they’ll check your house first, which gives us about half an hour.”
“To do what?”
“Prepare for the attack.”

If Carl decides to stay and trust Susan and Henry, give them the briefcase, and prepare for the attack with
them, turn to page 183.
If Carl decides, now that he knows what’s going on, not to trust them but instead to leave, send “Nope,
I’m Out”. (leaves Main Story)
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“You heard that, right?” Carl asked. “I’m not becoming delirious?”
“You’re not,” Tony said. “Or we all are.”
Jane had frozen. She was the closest to the storeroom, the closest to the noise, and now her fright instinct
had overridden all others.
“Jane,” Carl said, “I need you to look at me. We’re going to leave the shop now. All three of us. You just
need to walk toward me, as quietly and as quickly as you can.”
There was a contradiction in there: as quick as she could would be at a run, and probably screaming,
whereas quietly would be slow and steady. She didn’t have time for that. The storeroom door was open.
Jane managed the balance between stealth and speed. She took a measured step toward them. Then
another. Tears were forming in her eyes, but she didn’t make a sound.
Then the beast in the storeroom did, and Jane jumped and squeaked. She shut her eyes tight and
stopped, frozen. Behind her, the storeroom door stood open and bare; there had been no reason to ever close
it.
How had the creature got in there? The back door wasn’t open. They’d have noticed that, with the storm.
So where had it come from? Was it some kind of hellspawn, bursting into this dimension through an ancient
portal that just happened to come out in the storeroom of the shop where Carl had been hiding, or was he
making too big a thing of this?
After a few seconds of not being devoured, Jane took another step forward. And another. She was only a
few inches from Tony’s hands now.
There were more sounds from the storeroom: sounds of crunching and shuffling. What was the creature
doing back there? Eating the shoes?
Finally, Jane reached Tony’s hands and he pulled her toward him. She sagged, allowing him to support
her. Tony wasted no time with her sentimentality; he held her up as he started for the exit. Staying in the store
was no longer an option. Carl followed them, keeping an eye on the open storeroom door in case the creature
came bursting through. It was the sort of thing he expected to happen, today.
He wasn’t sure whether he was disappointed or grateful when it didn’t happen. They made it to the door
and out into the clear bright day without the beast showing its face.
“Where to now?” Carl asked.
“The hospital,” Tony said. “We can’t wait here for your ambulance. If we’re walking, we might as well
walk toward help.”
Jane brought her face out of Tony’s jacket and looked back at the store. “My radio’s still in there.”
“Then it’s staying there,” Tony said. “Let’s go.”
He led the way through the streets. Most people had already emerged after the storm and cars were
frequent on the roads. That being said, there weren’t as many cars or people around as Carl had expected.
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Were people still staying off the roads for fear of the storm returning, or were they all injured, or was there
something else? Were there more creatures around this area?
“What do we do if we hear it coming after us?” Jane asked.
“We work that out then,” Tony said. It seemed gender stereotypes were the order of the day, but Carl
was too weak to really care. They needed someone to take charge, and most of the time staying conscious and
not grunting from pain was about all Carl could manage.
“What do you think it was?” Tony asked.
“You said it looked like a bear,” Jane said.
“Then how’d a bear get in there?”
There was no answer for that, so they walked on in silence for a while. After another block, they passed
an electronics store. The bank of televisions in front probably would have told them what was going on, if the
city’s power hadn’t failed.
Tony stopped and looked at the store. “They’d have radios in there,” he said.
“I thought we were going to the hospital,” Carl said.
“We are, but there may be more creatures between here and there. We’re not going to know unless we
have access to news.”

If they go into the store and buy a radio, turn to page 185.
If they continue on to the hospital, send “Not at those prices”. (same as 185 only no radio)
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“You want to get a good look at the bear?” Tony asked. “Be my guest.”
Carl stood. People were in a state of hysteria today. Unsurprising, but still… they’d be making big deals
out of little problems. Whatever was back there probably wasn’t dangerous. Most things in life weren’t.
Besides, it grunted. How many deadly animals grunted? The real killers stayed silent and hunted their prey, not
lumbered around snorting.
Still… he approached the open door to the storeroom carefully, holding his injured arm away it. What
would he find? A bear? Something bigger? How had it got there? They’d made sure the back door was shut.
Had it bashed it down? Surely they’d have heard that. They heard the damned thing grunt clearly enough.
Carl reached the doorway and paused. Last chance to turn away…
No. He’d come this far. He’d endured the impossible rain. He’d survived the crash. He’d outlived the
storm. This, too, he’d overcome.
He peered in.
The animal was… well… it looked somewhat like a bear with a hornless rhinoceros face and dusty brown
fur or hair. It was probably ten feet long, six feet tall, tailless, and with a big nose and tiny eyes on its
rhinocerosy head that stared dully into him.
Carl’s first thought was how placid it looked. There was no indication of sharp claws or tearing teeth. This
thing, whatever it was, was a herbivore. That didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous, but Carl couldn’t picture it
racing at him; perhaps it was those inward-turning feet.
They stared at each other for a while, then the creature turned back to sniffing the shoes with its huge
black schnoz. It took a tentative bite at one, then dropped it on the ground and kept sniffing.
“What is it?” Tony hissed.
Carl backed out of the storeroom doorway. “It’s like a giant wombat or a bear with a big nose or
something.”
“What’s it doing?”
“Eating the shoes. Or trying to.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s very stupid.”
Tony thought about this, but still didn’t approach to look at the creature himself. “Is it dangerous?”
“I doubt it. It wasn’t at all interested in me. Didn’t seem territorial, or afraid, or anything.” In fact, it had
seemed very placid.
“How’d it get there? Was the back door open?”
“No,” Carl said. That was a good point: there was only two ways into the storeroom, and the back door
had been closed. That meant that it had either walked right past them or it had somehow… emerged in the
storeroom.
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How this creature had come to be here could be better answered if they knew what had caused all of
these creatures to start appearing in the first place. Mystic portals? Occult doings? This wasn’t an isolated
case. Did that mean it was random; an act of chance that the beast had spawned (or whatever it had done to
arrive here) here? Or was it intentional?
That seemed unlikely, really. Carl wasn’t anyone special, and the little he’d learned about Tony made him
think the man was even more tedious than himself. Oh sure, everyone was a beautiful and unique snowflake,
but most of them were also boring and Tony was part of that “most”.
“What should we do?” Tony asked. “Will we be safe here with it, or should we go?”
Carl remembered the person running past the shop and screaming. There were other animals out there.
Leaving the shop wouldn’t guarantee that they’d be safe.

If Carl stays in the shop, send “Bunker Down”. (animal leaves him alone)
If Carl leaves the shop, send “Walk Away”. (go into street, maybe walk to hospital)
If Carl attempts to fashion a saddle and ride the beast, turn to page 186.
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Well, he’d had enough of the weird crap that was going on today. His time in the car hadn’t been wasted:
the keys were on the floor beside the pedals. Presumably they’d been dropped when the driver had left the
vehicle in such a hurry and, with hail beating at him, hadn’t bothered to stop and find them.
Bad for the car’s owner; good for Carl.
He started the engine, peered through the shattered windshield, and drove out onto the leftover hail. He
chucked a U-turn and headed east. It was hard to tell exactly where the storm had started and finished from,
but it was somewhere in this direction.
Carl switched the radio on after a minute, not that he expected there to be anything broadcasting. He was
wrong: the radio was awash with emergency information. Mostly it was “stay out of the city”, but reports were
beginning to emerge of large, bear-like creatures that had been seen in and around Burnside. These reports
were still being confirmed, but until the danger was cleared it was recommended that everyone stay in their
homes.
Carl headed for Burnside. He didn’t know how crazy creatures were connected to the rain, but he was
sure they were. Two impossible things in one day weren’t coincidence.
On the way, Carl thought he saw glimpses of the creatures, described as diprotodons, in side-streets or
lumbering in front yards, but he didn’t stop to check. What would be the point? He couldn’t question them
and they could well be dangerous.
If that were the case, though, there probably would have been reports of attacks, which there weren’t.
Whatever these things were, they seemed docile.
When Carl arrived in Burnside, he became somewhat lost. What now? The radio was more concerned
with cleaning up the city and helping the tens of thousands of wounded than they were with pinpointing the
exact centre of the disturbance.
Carl stopped at Burnside Village to stretch his legs. How to find the source? The shopping centre had
become something of an emergency relief centre. Unsurprising, really. Probably everywhere that could be
used to coordinate help was being used as such. He found someone who didn’t look too busy and wasn’t
bleeding heavily.
“You here to help?” the man asked, before Carl could open his mouth.
“Uh, no,” Carl said.
This didn’t seem to please the man. “Then go away.”
“No,” Carl said.
The man shook his head and wandered off, moving medical supplies toward a set of trestle tables that
had been set up. Carl followed him. “Do something useful or go away.”
“Did you see where the storm came from?”
“What are you talking about?”
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“The storm. It appeared and disappeared from one spot. It didn’t sweep in with the weather. Did you see
where it came from?”
The man stopped unpacking bandages. “Now that you mention it, yeah. It started just over there.” He
nodded, his eyes not focussed on Carl or his bandages any more. Given the man’s own bloody arm and torn
sleeve, Carl guessed he hadn’t had time to stop and think about why any of this had happened; he was too
busy dealing with the consequences.
“How far away?” Carl asked.
He shrugged. “Two blocks?”
“Thanks,” Carl said. “Good luck with…” He nodded at the line of injured people that was assembled in
front of the trestle tables. “…this.”
“Good luck with your thing,” the man said, and went back to his unpacking.
Carl wandered back to the car, then paused. Was it worth driving?

If Carl walks, send “Pavement Pounding”. (basically 190)
If Carl drives, turn to page 190.
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Right on cue, the woman looked behind her, said “Shit,” and went to take his briefcase and run out the
café’s other door. Carl was ready for it, though, and was already standing and rushing out with her.
She spotted him as she ran. “What are you doing?”
“Following you!” he said.
“They’ll see you!” she yelled. A glance back confirmed that the suits had, indeed, spotted Carl running
beside the woman, which made switching briefcases somewhat pointless.
“My car’s around this corner!” Carl said, and diverted toward it. He made sure she was following, then
sprinted for the driver’s side and climbed in. It was a dodgy old thing: bits of rust and willpower, fourth-hand
when he’d bought it and never once owned by an old lady who’d only used it for her shopping. He opened the
passenger door and the woman climbed in; Carl popped it in gear and chugged away.
Behind him, the Suits thumped against the back window and then receded. One of them was already
running off, presumably toward their own transport. The other pulled out a pistol and aimed it. Carl swerved
down a side street.
“I’m Carl, by the way.”
The woman paused before answering, perhaps trying to work out whether he was actually trying to chat
her up while they were on the run for their lives. “Susan,” she said at last. Then she sighed. “You opened the
briefcase, didn’t you?”
“Yeah. Some of the light got out. Sorry about that. Also, what’s with the déjà vu?”
“How far did you open it?” she asked.
“Not far. A peek.”
Susan checked the weather, for some reason. “Nothing yet. Good.”
“You hang the washing out this morning?” Carl asked.
“Can you take this seriously?” she snapped.
“Not until you tell me what’s happening.”
“Just keep driving, Carl.” Somehow, she made his name sound like an insult. “Grange road.”
Carl had put the briefcase on the floor of the passenger’s seat and Susan now picked it up, though she
didn’t open it. Perhaps she was weighing it. It would be difficult for her to check its contents without more of
the light escaping.
“So who are you people?” Carl asked.
“I work for Marshall-Barney Research Institute.”
“And who are they?”
“I’ll let you see for yourself. It will save the tiresome disbelief.”
Carl kept on following Susan’s directions and sneaking glances at her in the passenger seat. Damn she
could make a white shirt look good. Was that how she’d got her job? She didn’t seem very bookish or geeky,
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but she did have that conceit of ordinary people that was common among scientists and intellectuals. Or
maybe she was just a bitch; it was too early to tell.
There was no sign of the Suits in the rear vision mirror, and eventually Susan directed him into the
backstreets, winding around industrial districts and warehouses, and finally into one of them. It looked even
more abandoned than those around it.
There was nothing here. Well, apart from piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
Carl followed Susan to an old electrical box. She opened it and inputted some sort of code, at which point
the floor descended. They were on an elevator! The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator
designed to look like an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a secret
facility? It seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Susan stepped off and looked back at him to indicate that it was fine for him
to follow. Carl did. This was an impressive feat. Underground for extra secrecy, presumably. You’d want that, if
you were messing around with the laws of space and time.
“Welcome to my workplace, Carl,” Susan said. “I’ll introduce you to—”
“Susan!” shouted a man who was running toward her. He was bald on top, with dark hair surrounding
each ear, a long hook-like nose, and chubby cheeks. He was dressed in a brown jacket with elbow-patches and
grey trousers, over which was a long white scientist coat. He hugged Susan. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Henry, but we have a problem.”
“You still have the case,” Henry said, spotting it in Susan’s hand.
“Carl opened it.”
Henry spun to stare at Carl, then back to Susan. “Why did you let him do that?”
“I didn’t. I was being chased. I thought I could leave him this case and take his and fool the thieves, but
when I got to him, he… knew what I was going to say.”
Henry’s face dropped and he took a moment to stare into the distance. “You’d been there before?” he
asked Carl.
“I… sort of?” Carl said. “It’s like vivid déjà vu, but déjà vu nonetheless. The first time, I opened it a peek
and then I was back a minute before she arrived.”
“I assume she told you not to open it.” Maybe Henry was trying to sound angry and threatening, but he
was too chubby for that.
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“She did. I guess she should have given it to someone else.”
“Too late for that now,” Henry said. “Susan, would you secure the briefcase?”
Susan left for one of the large bulk doors on either side of the lab while Henry stared Carl up and down.
“Why are you here, Carl?” he asked. “Why risk your life like this?”
Carl didn’t need to really think about that one. “Pretty girl in trouble. What kind of man wouldn’t stay to
help?”
Henry smiled. “Indeed.” His eyes went far away for a moment, then focussed intensely on Carl. “Do you
still want to help?”
“Does Susan still need help?”
“We all need help, Carl.”
“Why?”
“Because the men who were trying to steal the briefcase will try again. They know where we are. They’ll
be coming back here very soon… And we can’t leave.”

If Carl stays to help them against the Suits, turn to page 256.
If Carl decides to go back to his normal life, send “Sayonara, Sucker”. (Carl leaves and goes back to normal
life but can see the future a bit)
If Carl stays to help only if they tell him what’s damned-well going on, send “Answers First, Risk Life
Later”. (basically 256, but with more exposition)
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“I’m sorry,” Carl told Ernest.
“No! Don’t leave me!” Ernest shouted.
Carl was already going. He couldn’t stay to explain himself to Ernest, not now. The building was coming
apart and a man from the future said he only had three minutes to be out of it before the whole thing
collapsed. Carl set his eyes on the elevator and got there as quick as he could.
“You’re joining me, I see,” Levenstein said.
“Feel free to shut up.”
The elevator ride to the ground floor was in silence. In the lobby, Levenstein said, “This way” and led him
out the back exit instead of the King William Street one, then dashed through the rain to an unmarked white
van. When they were both inside, Levenstein started the van.
Behind them, the Move It, Buster! building broke at the knees and fell away from them, coming to rest
against the building across the street like a drunk against a lamppost. How long before it fell? Would it take the
other building with it?
How many people were trapped inside, like Ernest? And how about those people who had thought
themselves safe in the other building? They wouldn’t have evacuated at all.
Levenstein pulled away as the roll of dust was beaten down by the thick rain and became mud. The storm
still raged, and visibility was awful, but that didn’t seem to stop him.
“Should we really be driving through this?” Carl asked.
“It’s safer to drive through it now than it will be later.”
“The storm’s going to get worse?”
“Oh no, the storm will probably clear after about an hour. But then bigger things will start coming
through.”
“Through from where?” Carl asked.
Levenstein started to answer, rethought, reconsidered. “We’re doing some research at Marshall-Barney
that isn’t strictly illegal… but which is probably thoroughly immoral.”
“Probably?”
“I’m a scientist not a philosopher,” Levenstein said. Sounded like a cop out to Carl. “It’ll be much easier to
explain once we arrive. You’re more likely to believe me when we reach the lab.”
Sounded fine to Carl. He settled back in the seat and watched Adelaide flow by. Most of the traffic –
emergency vehicles only. No one else was mad enough to come out – was going toward the city instead of
away from it.
After half an hour, Levenstein pulled off Grange Road into the backstreets and followed a route to an
abandoned-looking warehouse. He stopped the van inside it and climbed out. Carl followed suit.
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There was nothing here, apart from the piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
This was Levenstein’s lab?
“This way,” the old man said. He’d stopped beside a dusty electrical panel. Once Carl joined him, he
opened it and punched a long code into the keypad.
A second later, the floor descended.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like a
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Presumably one that went to a secret
facility. Still, it seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Levenstein hopped off with all the calm and casual demeanour of a man
returning home from work. Carl followed somewhat more flabbergastedly. Why was this all underground?
Who had built it? Who were Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“This, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said, “is my office. That,” he pointed at the machine, “is my baby.
Today, two men broke into this facility in order to steal what my baby produces. They were unsuccessful at
first, because Susan took it and escaped. However, that storm up there is proof that they caught her. And they
took it from her. And they’ve used it.”
“What does it produce?” Carl asked. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres
high and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights.
Levenstein seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about
a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase.
“It… I suppose ‘produce’ is the wrong word,” Levenstein said. “It separates. We were trying to find a way
to create indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear
down. We succeeded… sort of.”
“And now these thieves have this indestructible object?”
“Well yes, but we’re not so concerned with that,” Levenstein said. “You see, the thing is, objects exist in
time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind you… separated it
from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. “What
does that mean?”
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“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. If you want something to be completely
indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we
didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It
has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked.
“No! No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve
never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any
object placed in that cube.” Levenstein motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant
machine. Carl looked at the briefcase in it.
“Is that what you’re doing now?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what you did this morning?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what your thieves have got a hold of?”
Levenstein paused. “Yes. They have, in their possession, a briefcase that is utterly indestructible. It
literally has no capacity to ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to
fire lightning from my hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl said.
“Inside that briefcase was all of its potential time,” Levenstein corrected. “The storms we’ve experienced
are, I believe, proof that they’ve opened the briefcase. This has caused timebursts: tiny, unpredictable pockets
of time have escaped and are pulling the past into the present.”
Carl frowned. “The past is rain?”
“At the moment the timebursts are small. Drops of rain, hail, maybe a bolt of lightning. But I believe
they’ll get bigger, and that they’ll pull from the more recent past next.”
“What happens when they catch up?” Carl asked.
“Then,” Levenstein said, “I believe that whoever opened the briefcase – whoever absorbed the time
inside it – will probably be able to see into the future. Which means that you have to rescue Susan before that
happens. Because after that, one of those thieves will be able to see you coming.”

If Carl asks how to rescue Susan, turn to page 193.
If Carl doesn’t deal so well with pressure, send “Under Pressure”. (panicky Carl. They kick him out)
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“So how do we rescue Susan?” Carl asked. “Any ideas?”
Levenstein nodded. “Not many. Susan’s email has the address of where she’s being held, but not any
information on her kidnappers or how to approach the situation.”
“Well, what do we know about where she’s being held?”
“It’s a house, we think.”
“You have the address?”
“Yes.”
“Have you looked it up on Google maps?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated, and Carl had the idea that Levenstein didn’t actually know what Google maps was.
“Do you have internet access here?” Carl asked.
“In my office.” Levenstein led him to the right of the elevator-floor through a door and into his office.
There was a single computer on the desk that was as tidy and neat as it could be, given the amount of paper
on it.
Carl sat down at the computer and brought up a Google map of the location, then the street view. It was
an old white house with a red roof. The only glimpses Carl could get were through the trees planted along the
front of the property; good cover from the road. The overhead view showed him that the house stretched
away toward the back fence and was one street back from Portrush Road.
There was also a big backyard, so if the thieves were watching the back they’d see him coming. That being
said, if he came around the front they’d almost certainly see him: he’d have to walk past the entire house in
order to reach the back.
Or he could knock on the front door. But he doubted that would be a good idea.

If Carl decides to go in the front door, send “Fronting Up”. (shot/rebuked)
If Carl decides to go in the back over the back fence, send “Backing Up”. (seen; caught)
If Carl decides to go in the back by sneaking around the side, turn to page 192.
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“Yeah, I know them,” Carl said, and started walking for the Suits. They spotted him when he was about
halfway there and remained at his desk, content to let him come to them. Their faces betrayed nothing of
their intention, apart from determination. Were they angry? Excited? Pleased?
Carl stopped a step away from them. “Carl Wickam?” one asked.
“That’s me,” Carl said. “Who are you?”
“I’m Kevin Rutherford,” said one Suit. The taller one. “This is Peter O’Malley. We’re from the MarshallBarney Research Institute. That briefcase you’re carrying is our property.”
Carl felt Ernest stop alongside him and assumed he was giving Carl a told-you-so look, which Carl ignored.
“That’s probably a lie, not that I care,” Carl said. “I’m far more interested in the young woman you were
chasing this morning.”
“The woman who gave you that briefcase?” Peter asked. “She stole it from our laboratory this morning.”
“That’s as may be. I don’t care who stole what from where. But I see you have my briefcase there.” Carl
nodded at Peter’s hand. “Which means you caught her. It probably means you’re still holding her.”
Neither Suit spoke. That sounded like confirmation to Carl.
“Tell you what. If you take me to her, right now, and let both of us go free, I’ll give you this briefcase.”
“And why would you do that?” Kevin asked.
“Because I’m less interested in whatever documents you have in here than I am in her safety. I don’t
know if she’s a thief or if you are, but I’m pretty sure you’re holding her and I can do something about that.
Her life for the briefcase. Deal?”
The Suits shared a look, then nodded. “Deal,” Peter said.
“How would you like to do this?” Kevin asked. “Victoria Square at noon?”
That sounded all poetical and romantic. Carl’s only other idea was to follow them to their hideout, but he
doubted they’d go for that: too much chance for him to stab them in the back by calling the cops. He wouldn’t,
of course – that wouldn’t help the girl at all – but it was probably a worry for them.
Huh. He was worrying them. Good for him.
“Fine,” Carl said.
“That briefcase does, however, represent a serious investment,” Peter said. “I think it would be best if I
stayed here with you and it, just to make sure nothing happens. Okay?”
Carl looked at Ernest, who was regarding the whole scene with disbelief. Was someone really negotiating
a prisoner exchange in his boring little office? Yes, Ernest. Yes they were.
“Ernest,” Carl said. “It’s your office. It’s your call. Are you okay if this gentleman stays here for the next
hour or so?”
“Well, uh…” Ernest began.
“I’ll sit quietly in the background,” Peter said. “You won’t even know I’m here.”
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“Uh, sure. Fine.”
Kevin smiled. “Then it’s settled. I’ll see you in Victoria Square at noon.” And with that, he turned and left.
Carl stared at Peter, then down to the briefcase in his own hand. “So what’s in this thing?” he asked.
“Two plutonium rods,” Peter said. He sat on the visitor’s chair in Carl’s cubicle, pulled out an iPhone, and
started reading something. “Don’t mind me.”
“I don’t mind you!” Carl said. “I mind the plutonium on my arm!”
“It’s shielded,” Peter said, in a tone that suggested Carl was making too big a thing of this. “You just go on
with your work.”
And that was all he’d say on the topic. Ernest left after a few minutes and Carl sat back at his desk and
typed up his reports. He would have looked into that strange email, but he didn’t want to seem like an idiot in
front of Peter, talking to the IT department about why he’d received an email from the future.
The hour went slowly. Dragged by. Then, at five to twelve, Peter put his phone away and stood up. “Time
we were going,” he said.
Peter led the way to the elevator, then out of the foyer and onto King William Street to Victoria Square.
Already there, in the middle of the largest patch of lawn – obvious, but no doubt hot on this sweltering day
while wearing a full suit – was Kevin. The woman from the café was with him and she looked unharmed. That
said, Kevin’s right hand was inside his jacket pocket. He made it look stylish, but Carl suspected Kevin was
aiming a gun at the woman.
Carl stopped about five paces from Kevin. That seemed like a good distance.
“Whoever you are,” the woman said, “don’t do this!”
Kevin didn’t hit her across the face, or tell her to shut up, or even glance angrily at her. He simply smiled
at Carl and indicated to the briefcase with the hand that wasn’t in his pocket. “Carl?”
Do or die time. He’d wanted to exchange the briefcase for her life; well, they were in a well-populated
area and that was just what was happening.
Carl placed the briefcase on the ground. He should have brought Ernest as a witness. Damn. What if they
grabbed the briefcase and ran? What if they didn’t release her? What i—
No! They’d be fine. He just had to have a little faith.
Peter picked up the briefcase. He walked over to Kevin. He handed it over. Kevin brought his right hand
out of his pocket and nodded for the woman to go to Carl.
She didn’t.
“You fucking moron!” she shouted at Carl, and rushed to grab the briefcase. Kevin spun – actually turned
on the spot – to keep it away from her. Peter moved in and stepped between Kevin and the woman.
“That man just saved your life, Susan,” he said. “You should go and say thank you.”
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Another meaningful glance and Susan was on her way toward Carl. She looked as good now, after four
hours as their captive, as she had in the café that morning. She stopped so close to him that he thought she
was going to hug him.
“Carl, right?” she asked.
Then she did hug him. And it was everything he’d dreamed of. Every distracting thought of her he’d had in
the last hour, every potential scenario he’d run through in his head, paled next to the realit—
Her grip tightened and her voice hissed in his ear. “Get the briefcase. Run like hell. Or we’re all dead.”
With that, she released him, gave him a hard stare – her eyes were amazingly clear this close – then
turned to the Suits and prepared to launch herself at them.

If Carl stops Susan, send “Can’t you stay saved for one minute”. (stops her. Suits open briefcase; storm)
If Carl joins Susan in trying to retrieve the case, turn to page 191.
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“Drive,” Carl said. “I don’t know what a diprotodon is, but I’d rather not find out when I’m on foot and
defenceless.”
“Fair point,” Tony said. They climbed back into the 4x4 and drove into the backstreets.
“So, any bright ideas on how we find which house started the storm?” Carl asked. “Or should we just ask
door to door?”
Tony didn’t reply at first. He kept staring straight ahead. Then, he nodded. “Look at the trees.”
Carl did. They were the usual urban assortment. There was something odd about them, though. He
wasn’t sure what. They were all… slanty? Yeah, that was it. They were all slanting toward him, like they’d been
blown that way by a gale. And yet, up ahead they slanted away from him.
Of course: wherever the storm had started, the resulting wind had blown the trees out from that point,
like an explosion of air. To find the storm’s former eye, all they had to do was find the point where the slanting
trees met.
Which was just up ahead.
Tony passed the spot – a single-storey white house – and parked a few houses down. Somehow, having
noticed the trees, Carl couldn’t avoid seeing it now. They bent away, in every direction, from that spot.
And yet, knowing where that place was didn’t especially help motivate Carl. They were actually here now.
It was hypothetical, finding the origin of the storm. They’d done it. And, almost as surprising, the place wasn’t
crowded with journalists or nosy neighbours. It was, in fact, abandoned.
Maybe everyone here was hiding. Scared. Maybe he should be too.
“What do you think?” Tony asked.

If Carl elects to go straight to the epicentre, ring the doorbell, and ask what happened, send “Front and
Centre”. (shot/denied)
If Carl decides to sneak around the house and try to covertly discover what happened, send “Around the
Side”. (seen; caught)
If Carl decides to sneak to the back of the house through the neighbours’ yards and try to covertly
discover what happened, turn to page 194.
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“Tactics,” Carl said. “If you don’t mind stepping off your soap box for a minute, that is.”
Levenstein let that go with no more than a dirty look. Quite a record, for him. “We know where they’re
holding Susan. She mentioned the address in her email. Unfortunately, she didn’t mention specifics like who
kidnapped her, where they were holding her in the house, or how to approach the situation.”
“Well, where’s she being held?”
“It’s a house, we think.”
“You have the address?”
“Yes.”
“Have you looked it up on Google maps?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated, and Carl had the idea that Levenstein didn’t actually know what Google maps was.
“Do you have internet access here?” Carl asked.
“In my office.” Levenstein led him to the right of the elevator-floor through a door and into his office.
There was a single computer on the desk that was as tidy and neat as it could be, given the amount of paper
on it.
Carl sat down at the computer and brought up a Google map of the location, then the street view. It was
an old white house with a red roof. The only glimpses Carl could get were through the trees planted along the
front of the property; good cover from the road. The overhead view showed him that the house stretched
away toward the back fence and was one street back from Portrush Road.
There was also a big backyard, so if the thieves were watching the back they’d see him coming. That being
said, if he came around the front they’d almost certainly see him: he’d have to walk past the entire house in
order to reach the back.
Or he could knock on the front door. But he doubted that would be a good idea.

If Carl decides to go in the front door, turn to page 199.
If Carl decides to go in the back over the back fence, send “Fencing Champion”. (not seen)
If Carl decides to go in the back by sneaking around the side, send “Sneaking sneaking sneaking”. (seen,
caught)

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 170

Nothing. He couldn’t do anything but watch. He didn’t know first aid, so even if he could get into the city
without killing himself, he’d be of no use to anyone.
Still… as horrible as it all was – and it was – he couldn’t help but be grateful that he hadn’t tried to get
back to the office. He might be one of the dead out there by now. Or if he hadn’t had his coffee spilled all over
him, he’d be at work now. He’d…
The Move It, Buster! building collapsed at the knees. Somewhere around the third floor – his floor – it—
The TV turned black. The lights went out. Blackout.
Carl sat in the dark, immobile, the image of his workplace slumped but not yet fallen in his mind. Did he
really want to know what happened next?
After a few minutes of the banging hail, Carl pulled himself from the couch and found an old torch to
provide a bit of light in the house. Next he looked around for a battery-operated radio. He found one in a box
in the spare room: a freebie from a cereal packet. He scrounged up some headphones and turned it on.
The radio was still working, but there were no songs or chat show hosts. There was a monotone of roads
to avoid (all, if possible; stay at home with a blanket over your head and pray to some higher power), an
updated death toll (difficult to say; somewhere between ten and fifty thousand), and a report on the buildings
that had collapsed (Move It, Buster! was the latest on that list. It had fallen across the street and hit the Adam
Internet building. The two had gone down together).
Carl found a blanket to keep away the day’s developed chill, sat on the couch, and listened to his radio.
He resisted the urge to crawl back into bed and cry in the foetal position, though he wasn’t sure how. The
world had fallen apart. Just… gone. Storm to end all storms, city destroyed, thousands dead, no warning.
No hope.
The radio did nothing to improve his mood. Carl would have turned it off, but then he’d really have felt
alone. At least while there was another voice in the house he didn’t feel the quiet. If the radio went silent, all
he’d have would be the pounding hail and himself.
After about an hour, the rain stopped. The radio foretold it, gave him a few minutes’ warning. The storm,
they said, ended in the same way it had begun: over Burnside, the clouds disappeared and the clear blue skies
returned. The storm vanished in an ever-expanding circle from there. It was completely impossible, but
apparently that was what was happening.
When the storm disappeared from Carl’s house, he went as far as the window and peered out. The day
looked as lovely as it had that morning.

If Carl stays in the house, send “Introvert”. (stay inside; keep hearing events on radio)
If Carl goes outside, turn to page 201.
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So, apart from having to cut off his friend’s arm, he now couldn’t stay around to find out if he was okay
because he had to save a damsel before the bad guys became omniscient?
This was a very bad day.
Carl took a minute to sit down and stare into space. The space in question was the huge pasticleseparating machine, which didn’t really help him get a grip on things. This was absurd; how was he supposed
to do any of this? What made Levenstein think he had the slightest idea what he was doing?
He probably didn’t.
But there was no one else. And either he could stay here and whine about everything turning to crap or
he could try to do something about it.
“Okay,” Carl said. “How long do we have?”
“I don’t know. The storm’s dying down now, so it lasted for an hour. The other timebursts will probably
do the same, but it’s impossible to know how many there will be. We might have an hour, we might have ten.”
“But, as you said, once our time’s up one of them can see through time?”
“Yes,” Levenstein said.
No time like the present, then. Susan wasn’t going to rescue herself.
“So how do we do this?” Carl asked. “Any ideas?”
Levenstein nodded. “Not many. Susan’s email has the address of where she’s being held, but not any
information on her kidnappers or how to approach the situation.”
“Well, what do we know about where she’s being held?”
“It’s a house, we think.”
“You have the address?”
“Yes.”
“Have you looked it up on Google maps?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated, and Carl had the idea that Levenstein didn’t actually know what Google maps was.
“Do you have internet access here?” Carl asked.
“In my office.” Levenstein led him to the right of the elevator-floor through a door and into his office.
There was a single computer on the desk that was as tidy and neat as it could be, given the amount of paper
on it.
Carl sat down at the computer and brought up a Google map of the location, then the street view. It was
an old white house with a red roof. The only glimpses Carl could get were through the trees planted along the
front of the property; good cover from the road. The overhead view showed him that the house stretched
away toward the back fence and was one street back from Portrush Road.
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There was also a big backyard, so if the thieves were watching the back they’d see him coming. That being
said, if he came around the front they’d almost certainly see him: he’d have to walk past the entire house in
order to reach the back.
Or he could knock on the front door. But he doubted that would be a good idea.

If Carl decides to go in the front door, turn to page 204.
If Carl decides to go in the back over the back fence, turn to page 200.
If Carl decides to go in the back by sneaking around the side, send “Side Gate”. (seen; caught)
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There was no time to struggle against the wire, and Carl didn’t fancy his chances of defeating Peter in
single combat, especially when Peter already had the piano wire around his throat. He didn’t have time for
anything.
Except he had time, in the briefcase.
Last time, he’d jumped back in time by a couple of minutes. Well, that was all he needed now. That would
save his life. He could stop himself from climbing into the car, or jump out at a set of traffic lights, or get into
the back seat instead of the front.
Carl fumbled with the briefcase in his lap. He needed to undo the clasps. He had to. His life depended on
it.
One.
Peter renewed his grip. Carl felt blood on his neck now, but he couldn’t worry about it. He’d be dead soon
if he didn’t get the other clasp open.
He fingers slipped on the case. For a moment his hand flew to his throat, an instinct to escape from
whatever was attacking him, but Carl overrode the impulse. He couldn’t fight his way out of this. He had to
open the briefcase.
He moved his hand back onto the clasp, felt all around it, and found the latch. He slid it aside and threw
open the case.
Again the golden light poured forth. Carl squeezed his eyes shut, couldn’t keep them open through it.
He was conscious of weightlessness, and air beneath him. He was no longer sitting, that was for sure. Eyes
open, Carl found that he wasn’t sitting because there was no car to sit in. What had happened to it was a
question for after he’d hit the ground.
Which he did. At fifty kilometres an hour.
He rolled and tumbled, tried to tuck his arms and legs into his body, tried to protect his head, but doubted
that any of those things really helped. He wasn’t even sure any of them happened.
But he knew he came to rest and that his knees and elbows and shoulders hurt. Somehow he’d managed
to avoid cracking his head, which was good. Also he was no longer being strangled. That was a plus.
Carl opened his eyes. He didn’t recognise the place. They houses were all brand new, but of an old style.
Looking down, he noticed that he was no longer on bitumen, but on dirt.
Where was he?
When was he?
Beside him, the briefcase lay empty and open.
A few metres away lay Peter. He wasn’t yet on his feet, but he was moving. Sitting up. Looking around. So,
the briefcase hadn’t really saved him at all. Peter was still here, but at least he no longer had the piano wire.
“Well,” Peter said, “that’s not what we wanted to happen.”
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“Sorry, did your attempted murder ruin your plans?” Carl said. Could he run? Was there anywhere to run
to? What would be around? Could he even get lost in a crowd in… whenever this was… or would he stick out?
Suits were fairly universal; he could be fine. If he could find a crowd.
“Not entirely.” Peter stood. “It should be enough to get more.”
“More what?” Where was there to go? How could he get away without Peter following? Shit! What had
he been thinking, trying to negotiate with these men?
“Time,” Peter said.
Then he pulled a gun from inside his jacket.
“Stop!” Carl yelled. “We can talk about this!”
Peter nodded, but it felt more like a shrug. “You have nothing left that I need, Carl.”
Then he fired.

The End.
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“I don’t know where you go,” Carl said, “but I’m going to the bathroom.”
The Suits just stared.
“Don’t look at me like that. When nature calls, I answer. It’s safer that way.”
“Very well,” Kevin said. “We’ll be here.”
Carl left them by the elevators and navigated the short hallway toward the bathrooms. What the hell was
he going to do? The bathrooms were a dead end; they’d know that; he knew that. He was only delaying the
inevitable. What did he hope to find in here?
Well, certainly not that.
There was a woman in there. Not just any woman either (that would have been suspicious, and made for
a good story later, though). The woman from the café. She hadn’t become any less stunning.
“Mister Wickam,” she said. “Long time no see.”
“Sure is…” He paused for her to fill in her name.
“Susan,” she said. She even reached across and shook his hand. Hers was as soft as he’d imagined. Not
that he’d spent time imagining how soft her skin would be. Much.
“Why are you waiting for me in the bathroom?”
She smiled. “You wouldn’t believe me.”
“I might, today.”
Her smile faded. That was a shame. “You opened my briefcase, didn’t you?” she said. “After I specifically
told you not to.”
Carl shrugged. “You opened mine, otherwise you wouldn’t know where to find me. Now why the
bathroom and not my desk?”
“Because… this is where the email said I would meet you.”
“The email from the future?” Carl asked. How was it that that sentence was not a ridiculous thing to say?
That it was, in fact, the most logical and sensible thing to say?
“Yes.”
“Mine said the same.”
Susan looked surprised. “I sent you an email?”
“You?” Carl asked.
“Yes,” Susan said slowly, as if Carl were having trouble keeping up.
“You sent yourself an email from the future?” Carl asked. “Good day for that.”
Susan caught up. “You sent yourself an email from the future?” Then she paused for a few seconds. “That
might explain some things.”
“Be nice if you did,” Carl said.
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Susan stopped him from saying more with a hard glare that told him not to push it. “I’m a junior
researcher at the Marshall-Barney Research Institute.”
“Uh huh. And who are they when they’re at home?”
“We… Among other things, we created what’s in your briefcase. How’s that for a summary?” she asked.
Carl enjoyed that she wasn’t taking any of his shit. “I’m very glad you’ve kept it safe, by the way.”
“Well you have to keep it safe. Otherwise the light would get out. And it’s so hard to get the light in there
in the first place.”
The reminder that he’d opened the briefcase once more caused Susan a moment’s consternation. “How
long did you open it for? How far open?”
“A peek.”
She turned to the frosted floor-to-ceiling window and tried to look out at the day. “Still bright. Hopefully
nothing’s… happened. I’ll have to ask Doctor Levenstein.”
“Care to continue with the exposition?”
“No. Not here. We should go somewhere safer.”
Carl thought about the Suits waiting outside for him. “Right now, I think this room is the safest place in
the world,” Carl said. “They’re out in the foyer.”
“I know. My email told me.”
“Did it say how to defeat them?”
Susan shook her head. Her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders. Damn that was distracting. “It told
me to trust you.”
“Ah,” Carl said. “Mine said to trust you.”
Susan sighed.
“What about if we open the briefcase again?” Carl asked.
“Do not open the briefcase again.”

If Carl opens the briefcase anyway, turn to page 207.
If Carl tries to think of another solution, send “Problem Solver”. (I can’t think of one)
If Carl asks Susan more questions about who she is and what’s with the briefcase, send “Deep and
Meaningful”. (more questions, then this choice again)
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Five minutes or so passed with Carl staring at the menu. He couldn’t decide what he wanted. Pancakes…
coffee… even so simple a decision was well past him this morning. A waiter emerged and asked him what he
wanted and Carl, still unable to make up his mind, ordered both and sat back to wait for it. As usual, he
couldn’t stop his brain, so he at least diverted it with thoughts of what the day held for him.
Work, of course. Back to the office. The daily grind. Another tedious day of manning phones and writing
emails and generally sorting out freight transport. Still, it was better sitting at a desk than behind the wheel of
a big semi trailer for fifteen hours a day.
Oh, and he had that meeting today. That would be good. He was finally going to put forth his business
proposal, tell the Higher-Ups how he thought the place should be run. Maybe they’d like and give him a
promotion. Make him an executive so he’d have a bigger office to answer phones and write emails in. Or
maybe they’d hate his presentation and fire him on the spot.
Well, that had dampened the mood.
Carl sat back and huffed and waited for his breakfast. Honestly, how long did pancakes take? It wasn’t a
hard recipe, and maple syrup and cream weren’t exactly difficult to obtain. And it wasn’t like they were back
there plucking the coffee beans fresh off the… where did coffee beans come from? A vine? A shrub?
Of course, he shouldn’t get his hopes up about the presentation. Even if they liked it they could always
just steal the credit and leave him where he was. Lower management. Barely management. Barely managing.
God, why did life have to suck so hard? He was nearly thirty. By now he thought he’d be happily married,
he’d have a job with prospects that was leading him somewhere, he’d have… well… a life. Instead he was
single, trapped in a dull job that was hardly likely to get more exciting, and with a life that consisted mostly of
sitting in his house of an evening watching whatever crap was on 7mate. And commenting on how awful that
name was, not that there was anyone around to hear him.
Carl had reached the point of placing his head in his hands when a waiter appeared at his shoulder with
his pancake and coffee. A nice tall stack of them, covered with butter and maple syrup and cream and
everything that was probably awful for him but was an excellent way to start the day. The coffee was strong
and hot and would probably keep him buzzing until at least lunch.
The first bite and sip were glorious. All the tension he’d been feeling over his miserable life, all the worry
over the presentation today, all of it melted away.
Yeah. That was how you were supposed to start a… a…
The woman was running. She had a trail of blonde hair and a button-up white shirt and black pants and
she wore them like an Oscars gown. Damn; was she actually running in slow motion, or was that his
imagination? Either way, she was the sort of woman that one saw running in slow motion: breathtaking, curvy,
with shining eyes and a light smattering of freckles. In one hand she held a black leather briefcase.
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Why was she running? From something? To someone? Was she late for an appointment? She certainly
looked dressed for the office. But she didn’t look like the sort of girl who’d work in an office. There was just
something… aggressive… in her run. She wouldn’t take orders. She defied them.
She spotted him staring. Carl hid his face by cutting his pancakes. What must she think of him? A creepy
guy, five years too old for her, sitting alone at a cafe in the morning. She was so far above him she wouldn’t
even hear him if he yelled to her.
Not that he was going to do that. Oh hell no. He was just going to sit here quietly and eat his—
The woman bumped into his arm as she slid into the seat next to him, which knocked the plate off the
table. It smashed on the floor beside him. His coffee fell over and soaked into the tablecloth, but at least it
didn’t go all over him. The woman seemed not to notice any of this. “You have to take this,” she said.
She dumped her briefcase beside his chair. “Don’t let them get it. And don’t open it. Shit.”
And then she was off again, toward the cafe’s other door. But why did she still have a briefcase? Hadn’t
she given it to him? Carl checked beside his chair. There was her briefcase…
Where was his? Oh, son of a bitch, she’d taken his briefcase! She was nearly out the door; did he have
time to stop her?
Before he could get up, two men stormed into the cafe, ruining whatever peace had been left in the
woman’s wake. They were dark suits and sunglasses and savage expressions. They didn’t so much as pause to
look around; they followed the woman out the other door.
In five seconds, they were gone and the cafe was quiet again. A waiter appeared and cleaned up Carl’s
smashed plate, then asked if he wanted it replaced. Carl waved him away; he didn’t feel like eating now. Eating
was a normal activity, and this day wasn’t normal. Maybe it would settle down.
What had she been doing, that woman? Why were those men chasing her? Who were they? Who was
she, for that matter? What was with this briefcase?
Should he open it?

If Carl is the sort of man who opens strange briefcases when he’s told not to, turn to page 7.
If Carl is the sort of man who peeks at the content of strange briefcases he’s told not to open, turn to
page 8.
If Carl is not the sort of man who opens strange briefcases when he’s told not to, turn to page 9.
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Bah; presentation be damned. Whatever was in that case was important. Carl knew it. It had dragged him
through time. It had brought this poor bastard from eighteen-thirty-eight and stranded him here. That wasn’t
the sort of thing you left in the hands of a little old woman who looked like walking to the shops would tire her
out. It would be better for him to have the case.
Carl approached the lady’s table. She tensed; clearly she’d been told to be on guard against men in suits
who wanted the briefcase.
“Hi,” Carl said. He realised that Harrison had followed him. “I’m Carl, and this is Harrison. We need to talk
to you about that briefcase.”
“She warned me about you,” the woman said. She gripped her walking stick like she could use it in a fight.
Carl ignored it.
“Not about us, about the two men who were chasing her. And soon they’ll realise that she doesn’t have
the briefcase any more and they’ll come back here. Are you planning on waving your walking stick at them
too?”
The woman seemed to realise that if Carl wanted the briefcase her stick wouldn’t stop him, so she
lowered it. She didn’t hand the case over, though.
“Who are you?”
“I’m Carl, and this morning I was sitting over there eating my pancakes when that woman burst in and
gave me that briefcase. I opened it, and it sent me back through time. Save the facials – I know how ridiculous
it sounds. I have photos on my phone, if you’re interested. Oh, and I dragged Harrison here from the eighteenhundreds.”
“Ma’am,” Harrison said.
“Next thing I know I’m back there and the woman bursts in, but this time she gives the case to you. And,
no offense, but I don’t think you’ll be able to protect it.”
“Well no offense,” the woman said, “but she told me not to open it and not to give it to anyone else so
I’m not going to.”
“Well, really, you don’t have a choice there.” Carl stood and made a grab for the briefcase. The woman hit
him on the hand with her stick, so he yanked it out of her hands and threw it away. Then he took the case
from her feet. “Honestly,” he said, “this is for the best.”
He’d have apologised more, perhaps, but the café staff had seen the incident and were on their way over
so Carl ran for the exit. The hail was as strong as ever, but he was only a block from his car. Or from work.
Harrison was still following him. What to do?

If Carl goes to work, send “This is a skyscraper”. (go to work, but building collapses)
If Carl goes home, send “This is a car”. (show Harrison his home; dull)
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“I don’t want to return to normal,” Carl said. “And I’m not going in your machine.”
“Carl, please,” Susan said. “It’s the only way.”
“Quite apart from not wanting to, I also can’t. You think I’d fit in that little box?”
“It’s a squeeze, yes, but we’d make you fit.”
“Screw that.”
“Carl,” Henry said, “those men from the café are probably on their way here right now. We don’t have a
lot of time.”
“And my seeing the future is an advantage, surely. Why would you want to deny yourselves that?”
Realising that words weren’t going to work, Henry nodded. “Fine. We’ll just have to… make the best of it.”
Carl wandered closer to the machine. He could feel it, somehow, like a centrifuge for time. It felt wrong.
Carl would have said that what it did was against the laws of nature if he hadn’t killed his grandfather this
morning. Given that, he had to conclude that there were no laws of nature. At least none you couldn’t break
whenever you damned well felt like it.
“So this is separating the briefcase’s time?” he asked. “Is that what I had this morning?”
“You had a briefcase with all of its time inside it,” Henry said. “When you opened it, the time particles
fused with whatever was nearest – you – and reacted. We were never really sure what they’d do. I guess now
we know. They sent you back in time and they brought the rain into our time.”
“Why rain?”
“I believe the disturbances will start small. Raindrops are all that will fit through. But they’ll get bigger and
we’ll begin seeing larger objects come through.”
“Fun,” Carl said.
“No! No it’s not!” Susan said. “The estimates so far are at least five thousand dead. Dead! From the storm
you unleashed on the city. And it will get worse!”
Carl shrugged. “Like I said, fun.” He smiled at their impotence. Today was far more interesting than any
other day in his life, so he couldn’t exactly weep at the losses. He was impossible now, and that made him feel
somewhat invincible.
Except around this machine… This thing felt wrong, felt dangerous.
And Carl had the feeling that if he stayed around it, sooner or later they’d force him to go into it. Probably
using that security guard in the corner and the pistol strapped to his hip.

If Carl kills the guard and takes control of the lab, send “Mastermind”. (kill guard, take gun, hold place
hostage. Become a villain)
If Carl leaves the lab and tries to harness his powers, turn to page 202.

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 181

“Okay,” Carl said. “Right about now I wouldn’t mind going to the hospital.”
Tony looked less than confident that the storm wouldn’t return, but he nodded. “I think there was an old
door in the storeroom. I’ll get it.”
“You’re sure?” Jane asked. She still had the radio in one hand, but her earbuds weren’t in. “They don’t
know where the storm came from. It might come back any second.”
“Sure it might,” Carl said. “But as Tony said, the longer I wait the greater the chance they’ll have to cut my
legs off.” Honestly, though, Carl couldn’t see them saving his legs. It had been nearly an hour since the
accident. That was a long time for him to have no feeling.
And now that he was thinking about it, his legs started hurting again. Or, hurting so much that he couldn’t
talk. He lay back down and allowed Tony and one of the others transfer him onto the stretcher and start the
walk toward the hospital. Carl watched the blue sky roll by above and felt the warm sun on his face and body.
How could today have started in horrors? How could so much death have occurred? Where was the evidence
now? Even the hail was melting.
All that was left was the husk of the city. That was the proof of the storm’s passing.
Carl heard noise: many people shouting over the top of one another. He craned his head around to see in
front of him, but succeeded only in seeing Tony’s arse. “What is it?” he asked.
“The hospital’s full,” Tony said. “And overflowing. Put him down here, I’ll try to get someone to come
out.”
Tony disappeared and Carl was left with the man he hadn’t bothered to learn the name of. He still didn’t
bother learning his name, or speaking to him, and the man seemed content with smiling awkwardly.
After a few minutes Tony returned with a panicked man in a white coat who took one look at Carl’s legs
and said, “We can’t amputate here. You need a surgery. Best of luck.” Then he ran back into the throng of
people.
“What the hell?” nameless said.
“What do you think?” Tony asked.
Carl doubted he could stay conscious much longer. That wasn’t a good sign, nor was the tenderness in his
legs.

If Carl returns to the shoe store to await an ambulance, send “Faith in Doctors”. (diprotodon in back)
If Carl has Tony ferry him to a hospital in his car, turn to page 205.
If Carl has Tony amputate his legs and hope for the best, send “Faith in Tony”. (never wake up)
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“Prepare for the attack?” Carl asked. They nodded. He took a moment to think. “I don’t suppose your
crazy futuristic crap has developed some way to download kung fu into my brain? Or use your machine so I can
train up and become a master ninja before they arrive?”
“Uh, no,” Susan said, with a tone that indicated she thought he’d just developed a mental disorder.
“Damn,” Carl said. “Well, have you been attacked before?”
“Yes,” Levenstein said.
“When?”
“This morning.”
“And what happened?”
“They came down the elevator, broke Penelope’s arm, and threatened to shoot anyone who moved.
Susan grabbed the briefcase out of the machine and legged it up the emergency exit. They chased after her. I
think that was about when you came in.”
“And you haven’t improved security since then? Changed the access codes or whatever?”
“I doubt they used access codes, Mister Wickam.” Great; was everyone talking to him like he was an idiot
today? Maybe he’d ask fewer stupid questions if they told him something useful for once.
“So no improved security?” Carl asked.
“We had some security men transferred from other offices,” Levenstein said, waving his hand at the
sporadic black-clad security guards. There were three of them, each with a pistol. That might be enough… it all
depended how often those guards used their guns and how willing they were to pull the trigger.
“Fine,” Carl said. “But fighting should be a last resort, surely. Here’s an idea: we leave.”
“No,” Levenstein said.
“We can’t do that,” Susan said.
“Why the fuck not?”
“Because, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said, “that machine is worth many millions of dollars. What it
creates is invaluable. If we leave, those two men will get exactly what they wanted. We managed to stop them
so far, but if we give them this facility we might as well give them the world.”
“Oh good. Melodrama. That’ll help.”
“You don’t have to stay, Carl,” Susan said.
“So you’re defences are three bored-looking security guards with nine millimetre pistols and you’re not
willing to leave? At all? Under any circumstances?”
“Not while those men are out there,” Levenstein said.

If Carl stays with them for the attack, turn to page 206.
If Carl leaves them to their little war for the sake of the world, send “Disloyalist”. (leave Main Story)
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Right. Half an hour to prepare this place for armed attack. “I don’t suppose leaving is an option?” Carl
checked.
Henry shook his head. “They want that machine. We can’t let them have it.”
“Can we destroy the machine and then go?”
Okay… wrong thing to say. Now they were giving him angry looks. Still, they were talking about their lives.
Was a machine really worth more than that?
To these people, probably.
“And calling the police is out?”
“It is. This machine isn’t illegal, but only because no one thought it possible.”
Yeah, Carl could see why. Wait, the machine! “We could use the briefcase,” Carl said. “If we wait for the
attack to start and then open the briefcase a crack, we’d know where they’re going to strike and could wipe
them out!”
Henry didn’t seem as excited by that idea as Carl was. “But we risk random Time overflow.”
“We risk it a bit,” Carl conceded. “But we don’t die, which I think is an important point.”
“Carl, I have spent a long time trying to determine the dangers associated with even a small packet of
Time particles. Do you think I would refrain from using them just to annoy you, or perhaps do you suppose I
have a very good reason to want to keep that case closed?”
Fair point.
“Now may I have it please?”
Carl inclined his arm and Susan took the briefcase from him and left for one of the rooms around the edge
of the main lab chamber.
“What happened the last time they attacked?” Carl asked.
“They came down the elevator, broke Penelope’s arm, and threatened to shoot anyone who moved.
Susan grabbed the briefcase out of the machine and legged it up the emergency exit. They chased after her. I
think that was about when you came in.”
“And you haven’t improved security since then? Changed the access codes or whatever?”
“I doubt they used access codes, Carl.”
“And you’ve improved security since then?”
“We had some security men transferred from other offices,” Henry said, waving his hand at the sporadic
black-clad security guards. There were three of them, each with a pistol. That might be enough… it all
depended how often those guards used their guns and how willing they were to pull the trigger.
From the look of them, not very.
Okay, so… they had three guards with pistols (who may or may not use them), a bunch of heavy tools for
use on the machine (only good for close-in combat), and no ability to retreat.

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 184

Susan returned, not holding a briefcase.
“Can we send for more security guards?” Carl asked. “Also, why are you all looking to me to solve this
problem?”
“Because my email said to trust you,” Susan said.
Henry tutted. “I told you, Susan, reverse-causality. It might not be meant for you.”
“Well, Carl’s done okay for himself so far. He’s not dead, at least, and he followed instructions.”
There was a long pause as Henry looked Carl up and down, reevaluating him. “Very well.”
Damn. For a minute there Carl thought this was going to be someone else’s problem.
“The way I see it, we have to bunker down,” Carl said. “That means any crates or boxes we can use for
cover, we need to. Further, we need people watching both entrances not just the elevator.” Carl paused. This
would be much easier if there were more than three of them. “Can we at least shut down your machine?”
Henry gave the order and the mechanical whirring and grinding slowed, slowed, stopped. The whitecoats
assembled in front of Carl, except for one, who took the other briefcase out of the clear plastic cube and
ferried it off somewhere.
“Right,” Carl said, “we’re preparing for an attack. Those two men are coming back here. Apparently we
have to stop them from taking our precious pasticles—”
“Just call it Time,” Susan said.
“—and that means I need all of your help.” The lab techies just watched him. There was about ten of
them. “I need crates and boxes stacked facing the elevator and the rear stairs so we can hide behind them
with the guns. I need others to form walls that we can hide behind with our wrenches and such.
“The plan is this: whichever way they come in, we have two squads. The Shooters will have the pistols,
and will try to take out the Suits from afar from the cover of their crates. Another squad, the Beaters, will be
hiding behind crates as close to the entrances as they can. Their job will be to leap out and bash the Suits to
death with whatever heavy metal objects you have around here. Anyone who doesn’t want to be a Beater or a
Shooter should probably leave. Questions?”
“Who are you?” one whitecoat asked.
“I’m Carl Wickam. Now go.” They didn’t seem very reassured, but what was he meant to say? I work
logistics for a transport company? Actually, I have no experience with warfare or fighting, but I went back in
time a little this morning and now I’m hoping to nail that hot chick?

If Carl joins the Beaters, turn to page 210.
If Carl joins the Shooters, send “Shooter”. (choices on 258)
If Carl joins the Shooters but uses the briefcase as an offensive weapon, turn to page 270.
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“Fine,” Carl said, “buy a damned radio. Just be quick about it.”
He sat down on the steps of the store and Tony disappeared inside. Jane remained out with him, not
talking. Should he try to make small talk? Learn something about her?
Nah. He didn’t really care. All he wanted was for this day to be over. For his arm to have healed. For life to
be boring again. He’d never really appreciated how wonderfully dull his existence had been until it had rained
hell and started spawning bear-creatures around him.
Tony emerged a minute later, radio in hand and disgusted. “The store owner was still there.”
“So?” Jane asked.
“He made me pay for the radio.”
Jane shrugged. “Well, it is his livelihood.”
“He charged me a hundred bucks!” Tony said. The radio didn’t look worth fifty. “And another twenty for
the batteries.”
Tony finished slotting the D-sized batteries into the unit and switched it on. Carl plucked himself from the
ground and continued his trudge toward the hospital.
“—orts of animals have been coming in from as far as the city centre now. Experts have identified them as
the diprotodon, or giant wombat, and warn people to stay away from them. While herbivorous, little is known
about the diprotodons’ behaviour or habits. Scientists are at a loss as to how the creatures – believed to have
become extinct forty-thousand years ago – have started appearing in Adelaide or where they came from.”
The radio waffled on, with descriptions of the creatures and reports of where the concentration of them
was heaviest. Seemed there was no particular place, though. Wherever the storm wasn’t, the diprotodons
were.
“Wait,” Carl said. Unlike the others, who had been staring through the pavement in front of them, he’d
kept his eyes on the road ahead. If there were giant wombats about, he didn’t want to bump into one because
he was staring at his shoes lamenting the horrors around them.
“That’s not a diprotodon, is it?” Carl asked.
It was the spikes that gave it away. Also the size: it wasn’t as big as the reports of the diprotodons. This
creature was only sheep-sized. Also, it was clearly an echidna.
“Uh… they haven’t mentioned those,” Tony said.
“It’s blocking our way to the hospital,” Carl said, then swooned. How much longer could he stay
conscious? Not long, he thought.

If Carl and the others detour around the giant echidna, send “Long and safe”. (Carl has less time for
future choices)
If Carl and the others walk past the giant echidna, turn to page 223.
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“Neither,” Carl said. “Why stay or go… when we can ride!”
Tony backed away from him a step. Carl didn’t care. How often did nature provide you with a giant
rhinoceros-bear to ride? You had to take advantage of these opportunities.
“Help me make a saddle for it.”
“No way,” Tony said. He’d reached the doorway now. “I think I’ll… leave you to it.”
Carl shrugged. “Suit yourself. You’re no safer out there, though.”
Seemed Tony would take his chances. Carl examined the shoe store for supplies. There was a nice gas-lift
chair behind the counter; one of those pretentious chairs designed to look good but that really weren’t at all
durable. Especially when bashed repeatedly against the wall and floor.
It was tricky, since he couldn’t use his right arm, but he got it done and soon enough the seat came off.
Good. Now, he’d need some way to attach it to the beast…
In one of the drawers, Carl found some quick-dry glue designed to mend shoes. It was basically superglue.
That would do.
Now for a bit…
If this were a regular shoe store, Carl would have just used a shoe and tied a bunch of shoelaces together
for the reins, but this was one of those fancy ladies’ shoe stores that didn’t believe in comfort or usefulness.
Even if he had one, though, didn’t they have to train horses to obey instructions on where to turn and stop?
He didn’t really have time to train the rhinoceros-bear.
Then Carl spotted the computer on the desk. It wasn’t ideal, but it might work…
Carl tore the mouse and keyboard off the computer. Now he was ready!
He approached the back room. The rhino-bear, which Carl decided to call Edwina, had realised that shoes
weren’t food and had reached the doorway, ready to explore the world.
“How you going there, girl?” Carl asked. He held out his good hand and approached slowly. Edwina
watched him, but didn’t seem frightened or angry. Maybe this sort of thing happened to her a lot.
Carl stopped beside her, opened the shoe glue, and poured nearly all of it on the underside of the seat.
Then he reached up, and went on tippy-toes, and placed the seat in the middle of Edwina’s back.
Edwina didn’t seem to mind. She looked at Carl, who froze, but didn’t snap at him or try to leave. Carl
applied one-arm’s-worth of pressure to the seat, hoping it would stick to Edwina’s course fur, then picked the
computer cords off the counter, placed them in his teeth, and pulled himself onto the seat.
It wasn’t easy. He had to use his injured arm for a little, which brought on waves of nausea that he’d
rather avoid when riding an untamed animal, but he reached the seat and slumped into it.
Edwina hadn’t helped. She’d moved around when he’d pushed himself up. But then, she had essentially
been shoved in the back. She grunted something, but since the pressure had stopped she took no further
action.
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Carl, meanwhile, was now sitting on the seat on her back. The seat seemed fairly secure, not that Carl
trusted it much… now for the reins.
Carl dabbed what was left of the glue onto the ends of the computer cords, then reached forward with his
left arm – lay flat, basically – and pressed them against Edwina’s little ears. She flicked her ears in irritation at
this, but no more than if they’d been flies on her.
Then Carl sat back and waited. You were supposed to give the glue fifteen minutes to dry, and he didn’t
want to stuff this up.
Edwina wandered through the shop, tried another shoe or two, found them not to her taste, and
lumbered toward the door. Carl had to duck to fit through, but then they were outside!
Out in the world!
The hail had melted now, leaving the ground barely wet, and people were starting to drive around again.
Most were probably heading toward the rescue effort. Or, one of the many rescue efforts.
Speaking of which, he should probably get himself to a hospital. His arm wasn’t looking any better than it
had ninety minutes ago when he’d crashed.
On the other hand, he was riding a diprotodon… how often would he have that chance?

If Carl rides Edwina to the hospital, turn to page 215.
If Carl tries to see how fast Edwina can go, send “Xtreme Rafting”. (jolts knock him out; dies)
If Carl lets Edwina keep wandering around at her own pace, send “Pleasure Cruise”. (dies)
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Not that Carl trusted the day. Stupid day, thinking he’d fall for that. Just because the storm had stopped
didn’t mean he was going to plant his foot on the floor and race away. The storm had come from no where
and it would probably come back from there at the worst possible moment.
Carl knew how today worked.
So he kept going slowly. He sped up a little, to forty kilometres an hour, but he wasn’t going faster than
that.
Not that, it turned out, it mattered much. The storm didn’t come back. The radio reported sightings of
large animals all over the city, anywhere the storm wasn’t, and in time they were identified as diprotodons.
Carl didn’t see any of those.
He did see a giant flat-faced kangaroo, though. That was odd.
Like , a three-metre tall kangaroo. It stared at his car and, when Carl came closer, jumped over a fence
and into someone’s backyard.
That was weird, but since it wasn’t killing him Carl let it be.
Another half an hour had Carl at the warehouse. He explained to the foreman why he was there – that he
was sent by a hospital and not just looting the place – had the hospital’s name ticked off a list, and was given a
crate full of supplies. They had a bunch of them set up just inside the office door.
Seemed they’d known their goods would be in high demand, and had started preparing rations long
before anyone could reach the warehouse to collect them.
Carl loaded the crate into the passenger seat and drove back to the hospital. He didn’t see another
kangaroo, but he did see a big bear with a rhino’s face (but no horn) at one stage. He’d have been more
worried if the animals were attacking or vicious, but it seemed they were all herbivores with no intention of
harming humanity.
What kind of shitty cross-dimensional invasion was this?
Oh well. On the whole, given the mass death the city’s collapse had caused, a few silly animals sniffing
around the place was probably a good result.
The radio wasn’t much help. They couldn’t say where the animals had come from, but had ascertained
that they were all extinct Australian megafauna: big versions of animals that remained today like wombats
(check), kangaroos (check), echidnas (damn; Carl hadn’t seen one of them yet); and seven-metre long goannas
(hadn’t seen one; kinda glad).
So, exactly why there were giant extinct animals running around was a question no one could answer, but
given that ten thousand were dead or dying that was sort of the priority.
It was certainly Carl’s. He accelerated to sixty and made good time, reaching the hospital about fifty
minutes after the storm had ended.
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He had to stop there, though. The car park contained a giant echidna – it looked a bit like a sheep-sized,
four-legged kiwi. It was poking around on the concrete with its long beak.
Did it think it could eat the asphalt? Was it that stupid? Or had coming from… wherever it had come
from… dumbed it down a touch?
In any case, it was only a few metres from the hospital entrance. The crowd had squeezed themselves
inside and locked the front doors to keep it out. Odds were good they’d barricaded the other entrances as
well, regardless of whether there was actually anything there.
Which could mean that if he went and hammered on one, they wouldn’t let him in.
Fear made people dumb like that.
A bit like the echidna…

If Carl tries to enter the front door, where the people can see him but he must pass the echidna, turn to
page 274.
If Carl tries to enter another door, safe from the echidna, send “Helpful Supplies”. (can’t attract attention)
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Yes. It was worth driving. There were still those diprotodons about, and besides, Carl didn’t know what
he’d find at the centre of the storm.
He drove the requisite two blocks, but then reached his next problem: how to work out where the storm
had started from? It wasn’t like there’d be a sign.
Carl stopped the car to think. He looked around for some sort of indication. Maybe a giant doomsday
device sticking out of a house…
There was none.
But the streetscape did look odd, somehow. Something to do with the trees. They were the usual urban
assortment, so why did Carl’s eyes keep coming back to them?
They were all… slanty? Yeah, that was it. They were all slanting toward him, like they’d been blown that
way by a gale. And yet, up ahead they slanted away from him.
Of course: wherever the storm had started, the resulting wind had blown the trees out from that point,
like an explosion of air. To find the storm’s former eye, all they had to do was find the point where the slanting
trees met.
Which was just behind him: a single-storey white house.
Now that he’d spotted the trees, Carl couldn’t help but see them. They bent away, in every direction,
from that spot.
And yet, knowing where that place was didn’t especially help motivate Carl. He was actually here now. It
was hypothetical, finding the origin of the storm. He’d done it. And, almost as surprising, the place wasn’t
crowded with journalists or nosy neighbours. It was, in fact, abandoned.
Maybe everyone here was hiding. Scared. Maybe he should be too.
Lots of maybes. The only way to get answers would be to go out and try something.

If Carl elects to go straight to the epicentre, ring the doorbell, and ask what happened, turn to page 230.
If Carl decides to sneak around the house and try to covertly discover what happened, send “City to Side”.
(seen; captured)
If Carl decides to sneak to the back of the house through the neighbours’ yards and try to covertly
discover what happened, send “City to Back”. (not seen)
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“All dead” sounded like a bad thing to be. Carl tried to avoid becoming “all dead” whenever possible. If
that meant getting the briefcase and running like hell, so be it.
Susan launched herself at the Suits. They were only ten feet away and she’d close the distance to them in
seconds. Susan went straight for the briefcase in Kevin’s hands. Carl launched himself at Peter.
Peter was pulling out a gun.
Carl wished, now, that he’d taken one of those self-defence courses. How to disarm an opponent or
where to hit them or something. But he hadn’t. He wasn’t sure how much good they’d have done against a
gun anyway.
Carl reached Peter just as Peter prepared to fire at Susan. He slammed straight into Peter as hard as he
could, which sent Peter’s shot way off target. He didn’t conveniently drop the gun, but they did both end up
on the ground.
Peter swung the gun down. Carl feared being shot, but actually Peter used it to bludgeon Carl’s stomach.
The wind went out of him, but Carl’s body reflexively covered his torso to prevent against further injuries.
Susan landed beside him on the grass.
Her eyes were open.
And she was dead.
Carl could tell from the way she stared through… everything. Through him, through whatever was behind
him.
Her eyes were open, but she was gone.
There was a thick dent in her forehead. She’d rushed Kevin, and Kevin had hit her with the briefcase. Its
corner had smashed her skull in above her right eye. Now blood flowed over it, covering it.
Behind Carl, Peter stood. “Carl,” he said, “that was very ill-advised.”
“We gave you what you wanted, Carl,” Kevin said. “Why didn’t you just leave?”
Because Susan had said that they had to be stopped, and he’d believed her. And now she was dead.
But he still believed her.

If Carl tries to attack the Suits again, send “Never Surrender”. (dies)
If Carl doesn’t attack them, turn to page 218.
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“I think the best course would be to go in the back, but we can’t risk going through the neighbours’
yards,” Carl said. “It’s no good to us if the police show up, right? Otherwise you’d have called them already.”
“The police wouldn’t understand what’s at stake,” Levenstein said. “And they might keep the kidnappers
talking until…”
“Until they can see the future, right,” Carl said. What else did they need to know? “I don’t suppose any of
these security guards are coming with me?”
“I’m afraid not,” Levenstein said. “Those men know where we are; I can’t leave the machine
unprotected.”
He was on his own then.
Still… he could always ask them for a gun. But did he want a gun? If he had one, he’d be more prepared if
something went wrong or if he ran into one of the Suits, but he was also more likely to go searching for the
Suits or stay to fight rather than run and hide.
Whatever he decided, it had to be soon. He needed to get going.

If Carl decides to take a gun with him, turn to page 220.
If Carl decides to take a knife with him, turn to page 224.
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“So how do we rescue Susan?” Carl asked. “Any ideas?”
Levenstein nodded. “Not many. Susan’s email has the address of where she’s being held, but not any
information on her kidnappers or how to approach the situation.”
“Well, what do we know about where she’s being held?”
“It’s a house, we think.”
“You have the address?”
“Yes.”
“Have you looked it up on Google maps?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated, and Carl had the idea that Levenstein didn’t actually know what Google maps was.
“Do you have internet access here?” Carl asked.
“In my office.” Levenstein led him to the right of the elevator-floor through a door and into his office.
There was a single computer on the desk that was as tidy and neat as it could be, given the amount of paper
on it.
Carl sat down at the computer and brought up a Google map of the location, then the street view. It was
an old white house with a red roof. The only glimpses Carl could get were through the trees planted along the
front of the property; good cover from the road. The overhead view showed him that the house stretched
away toward the back fence and was one street back from Portrush Road.
There was also a big backyard, so if the thieves were watching the back they’d see him coming. That being
said, if he came around the front they’d almost certainly see him: he’d have to walk past the entire house in
order to reach the back.
Or he could knock on the front door. But he doubted that would be a good idea.

If Carl decides to go in the front door, send “RW4SF”. (shot/thwarted)
If Carl decides to go in the back over the back fence, send “RW4VB”. (seen; captured)
If Carl decides to go in the back by sneaking around the side, turn to page 217.
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“What do I think?” Carl asked. “I think that we shouldn’t just walk up and ring the bell. Let’s go in via the
neighbours’ house and have a look at the back.”
“Okay,” Tony said.
They climbed out of the car and went to the neighbours’ house. It had a stone wall about hip height which
provided a nice leg up over the black steel fence. Honestly, if it was intended to stop people getting onto the
property it wasn’t doing a very good job.
They took the long way around the house because it was connected to the other property on one side,
and walked straight across the back yard toward the epicentre-house.
No one seemed to be home in this property, which was good, and there was only one window that looked
from the epicentre-house to this one.
“See anything?” Tony asked. “I don’t.”
“No,” Carl said. That wasn’t good. If they couldn’t see who was there or what was happening, their factfinding mission was useless. “Let’s climb over.”
The fence here was a sturdy six-foot tall beige affair. Easy enough to scale and drop down on the garden
on the other side. Still no sign of people. Carl and Tony crouched in the bushes for a minute. The house’s
backyard had a shed on the far side of a patch of lawn and a veranda from the house. The white, one-storey
house had a wooden decking out the back and big windows. A dark shape could be seen against the lowest
part of the right-most window. Too low for a person sitting, surely, unless they were sitting on the ground.
Or in trouble. Or hurt. In any case, less of a threat than people walking around.
“I still don’t see anyone,” Tony said. “Maybe we should just knock.”
“No. I’m going up onto that decking and seeing if that sliding glass door is unlocked. If so, I’ll have a look
around the house. This is where the storm started. We can’t just walk away.”
Tony nodded. “You’re right. Do you want me to stay out here, or go warm up the car?”
That wasn’t even a choice. If Tony was going to keep second-guessing or bitching about his cold feet, Carl
didn’t want him here. “Get the car started,” he said. That way, if something went wrong he could fall back to
the car and make a speedy getaway.
Tony disappeared back over the fence, after Carl gave him a leg up, and Carl was alone with the house. He
crept along the path at the side of the house, beside the washing line, and onto the decking from the side, just
in case. He hadn’t seen anyone in side, but it was better to be careful.
He snuck to the window and popped his head up. There was definitely someone there. A woman. Sitting
with her back to the window behind some sort of bar.
Further along the decking was the sliding door that led into the house. Carl made it there, paused beside
it, then peered around at the room beyond. It looked like a lounge or TV room or something. There was a
cabinet just beside the door, a few couches in front of it, and a wall to the right.
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Carl tried the door. It slid open. Not perfectly soundless, but by no means loud. Carl crept in and closed
the door over. There was a clear line of sight from this door through the kitchen, and it wouldn’t do for
someone to walk in the kitchen and see the back door open. That would ask questions.
Questions like “Who’s in my house?”
Carl listened. There were very faint voices far away, up near the front of the house. Good. He’d have a
chance to look around.
Not that, so far, he’d seen anything other than an ordinary suburban house. No high-tech equipment or
fancy gadgets. Nothing that could make a storm appear from nowhere.
Maybe the captive would know more.
Carl hugged the right-hand wall. On the other side was a bar. This, too, he rounded, and found… the
woman he’d seen sitting with her back to the window.
It was the woman from the café. The one who’d spilled his coffee on him. The hot one.
Her hands were gaffa taped together around the central support of the old wooden bar. Her ankles were
also taped together around the wooden support. The tape on both was wrinkled from where she’d tried to
pull her arms or legs apart, or tried to cut it on the wood to no avail.
There was no tape on her mouth, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”

If Carl attempts to rescue the woman, turn to page 279.
If Carl leaves the woman and tries to listen to the voices, send “Eavesdropper”. (creep out, hear
argument, choice to attack them or free woman)
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The storm had passed, so there was no reason to stay cooped up with Cindy and the other sardines. Carl
turned to Cindy and said, “I’m going to try to find where the storm came from.”
“What? Why?” she asked.
“Because weird things are happening?” Carl suggested. Did he need more of a reason than that?
“But what about all the people that need help in the city?”
“I’ll leave that for the people who can help them. Bye!” And he started out. Cindy might report him for
being mentally unstable, but he doubted anyone would care today. Today, they had bigger problems. Like the
estimated death toll of ten thousand.
By Carl’s estimate, the storm had started near Burnside Village, so he walked in that direction. It’d
probably take him about an hour on foot, but better that than in the car. Today, cars were a recipe for
accidents and disasters. It was like in a zombie film: you wanted to be on foot, not trapped in a car. It gave you
more options for escape.
The day had turned warm and pleasant again, and Carl removed his jacket after a few minutes. Honestly,
it was t-shirt and shorts weather, but he wasn’t about to strip down or roll up his trousers. Sleeves, yes.
What was that?
He’d been walking for about twenty minutes and was about halfway there, and he’d seen… something.
Something big. A bear?
Great. More strangeness.
Oh well; someone else could sort out that weirdness. Carl was going to find the storm’s point of origin.
That was enough mystery solving for him for one day.
It was ten minutes before Carl saw another shape that didn’t belong. This one, though, wasn’t halfglimpsed in a doorway down an alley. It was standing on the pavement.
And it was… something like a kiwi had mated with an echidna. But giant. It had four legs, a long snout, the
posture of a kiwi, but the spikes of an echidna. And it was the size of a sheep.
“You know what?” Carl said to it. The creature looked at him. “I’m half convinced that I’ve gone insane. So
if you’d be so kind as to disappear, that would confirm my suspicions and put my mind at ease.”
The creature blinked at him then went back to digging in the grass beside the road.
Since it wasn’t disappearing, Carl assumed that it was really there. Or his hallucinations weren’t the sort
he could talk himself out of. Either way, he crossed the street, took a photo of the thing with his phone, and
continued on his way.
He was halfway up Kensington Road when he saw someone else on foot. A few cars had passed – both
heading toward the city and fleeing it – but no one just wandering around. There were probably emergency
shelters or hospitals or whatnot, but Carl hadn’t passed them. They were more likely to be on the Parade than
here.
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“Hey,” Carl said. The boy looked up. He was about fifteen, and slightly grubby, and had the hollow look of
someone who wasn’t quite sure that the world could be trusted any more. “What’s with the big animals?”
“Dunno,” the kid said. “Radio says they’re megafauna. Giant wombats and kangaroos and stuff.”
Carl hitched his thumb behind him. “There’s a big echidna about five minutes’ walk that way.”
“I’m… I’m good thanks.”
“Well, have a nice day.” Carl continued on his way. So… megafauna, huh? They sounded extinct. What
were extinct animals doing wandering around?
Right after the storm had disappeared…
Was this some sort of invasion? A cross-dimensional attack? A cosmic screw-up?
Carl supposed he’d find out soon.
Ten minutes later, Carl reached Burnside Village. It was crammed with people, but there was no giant
satellite dish or evil doomsday weapon that he could see. It looked more like an emergency shelter.
Unsurprising, really. Probably everywhere that could be used to coordinate help was being used as such.
Carl approached a table, but before he could speak, was told to get in line. “I don’t want help,” Carl said.
“I want to know where the storm came from.”
“What?”
“The storm appeared and disappeared from one spot. It didn’t sweep in with the weather. Did you see
where it came from?”
The man stopped dispensing medical supplies long enough to think. “Now that you mention it, yeah. It
started just over there.” He nodded, his eyes not focussed on Carl or his bandages any more. Given the man’s
own bloody arm and torn sleeve, Carl guessed he hadn’t had time to stop and think about why any of this had
happened; he was too busy dealing with the consequences.
“How far away?” Carl asked.
He shrugged. “Two blocks?”
“Thanks,” Carl said. “Good luck with… all this.” He nodded around at the chaos of those in need of
medical help. Really, Carl had come out of today quite lightly.
Well, so far.
“Good luck with your thing,” the man said.
Carl turned in the direction the man had pointed and started walking. After a few blocks, though, he
reached his next problem: how to work out where the storm had started from? It wasn’t like there’d be a sign.
Carl looked around as he walked. If only there were some telltale sign…
There was none.
But the streetscape did look odd, somehow. Something to do with the trees. They were the usual urban
assortment, so why did Carl’s eyes keep coming back to them?
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They were all… slanty? Yeah, that was it. They were all slanting toward him, like they’d been blown that
way by a gale. And yet, up ahead they slanted away from him.
Of course: wherever the storm had started, the resulting wind had blown the trees out from that point,
like an explosion of air. To find the storm’s former eye, all they had to do was find the point where the slanting
trees met.
Which was just behind him: a single-storey white house.
Now that he’d spotted the trees, Carl couldn’t help but see them. They bent away, in every direction,
from that spot.
And yet, knowing where that place was didn’t especially help motivate Carl. He was actually here now. It
was hypothetical, finding the origin of the storm. He’d done it. And, almost as surprising, the place wasn’t
crowded with journalists or nosy neighbours. It was, in fact, abandoned.
Maybe everyone here was hiding. Scared. Maybe he should be too.
Lots of maybes. The only way to get answers would be to go out and try something.

If Carl elects to go straight to the epicentre, ring the doorbell, and ask what happened, send “Walk to the
Front”. (killed/denied answers)
If Carl decides to sneak around the house and try to covertly discover what happened, turn to page 276.
If Carl decides to sneak to the back of the house through the neighbours’ yards and try to covertly
discover what happened, send “Walk to the Back”. (not seen)
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“I think the best course would be to go in the front,” Carl said. “We can’t risk going through the
neighbours’ yards and getting ourselves arrested. It’s no good to us if the police show up, right? Otherwise
you’d have called them already.”
“The police wouldn’t understand what’s at stake,” Levenstein said. “Or they’d think we were insane, and
the only way to prove them wrong is to open the briefcase… which we’re not going to do.”
What else did Carl need to know? “I don’t suppose any of these security guards are coming with me?”
Carl nodded at the three guards with their pistols.
“I’m afraid not,” Levenstein said. “The kidnappers know where we are; I can’t leave the machine
unprotected.”
Carl was on his own then.
A lone knight to rescue the damsel.
Still… even if they weren’t coming with him, he could ask them for a gun. That way, he’d be able to shoot
one of the Suits as soon as he opened the door. That would increase his odds of rescuing Susan.
The other option was to take a knife. It might be useful for the rescuing, but would be less effective in
combat. Of course, if he didn’t have a gun he was more likely to run away and maybe live to fight another
day…
Whereas if he had a gun he’d be more likely to stand and fight if it came to that.
Whatever he decided, it had to be soon. He needed to get going.

If Carl decides to take a gun with him, turn to page 253.
If Carl decides to take a knife with him, send “Swiss Army”. (can free Susan)
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[Note: this timestream, having merged with another, now assumes that you rescued Ernest from the
building. This saved me writing multiple almost-identical sections and was fine while it was all being sent
around. It could be inconsistent to those reading this in ‘book’ form.]

“I think the best course would be to go in the back,” Carl said. “Best if we go in from over the back fence;
come from these houses.” Carl pointed at the relevant houses on Google Maps.
Now he just had to hope no one called the police when he ran through their yard. Most people had bigger
things to worry about today, though. Even if they thought he was a looter Carl doubted the police would drop
the rescue effort to come arrest him.
What else did Carl need to know? “I don’t suppose any of these security guards are coming with me?” He
motioned toward the three guards.
“I’m afraid not,” Levenstein said. “Those men know where we are; I can’t leave the machine
unprotected.”
He was on his own then.
Still… he could always ask the guards for a gun. But did he want a gun? If he had one, he’d be more
prepared if something went wrong or if he ran into one of the Suits, but he was also more likely to go
searching for the Suits or stay to fight rather than run and hide.
Whatever he decided, it had to be soon. He needed to get going.

If Carl decides to take a gun with him, turn to page 227.
If Carl decides to take a knife with him, send “Back with a Shiv”. (can free Susan)
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Yep. Definitely as lovely as when he’d woken up today. Big fluffy cloud. Light blue sky. Apart from the light
covering of hail on the ground, all was as it had been.
That merited investigation.
Around the neighbourhood, others were as well: emerging from their homes only a step or two before
stopping. Not trusting the sky.
Well, no point not trusting it. The storm was gone. The radio had said the storm had stopped over
Burnside way. Come to think of it, the TV had said that that was where it had come from.
But storms weren’t supposed to come from specific points.
That, also, merited investigation.
Carl threw off his comfy blanket, grabbed his keys, and stepped outside. He was going to check out this
weirdness. His car had taken such a beating in the storm that Carl didn’t trust it would still drive; poor thing
hadn’t been doing well even before the hour of being slammed by the heavens.
Probably best not to take it.
Instead, he walked. There was no particular hurry; it was safer than driving on the slick roads; and he’d be
able to take shelter quicker… if the storm came back.
Not that he wouldn’t see it coming.
Around him, the world showed signs of the battering: buildings with smashed windows, cars with dented
roofs, the occasional scream or cry of a person in distress or pain.
He had about a half-hour walk ahead of him and settled into an easy rhythm. After a while, he even
became used to the scenes of destruction and they didn’t bother him so much. Amazing what people could get
used to when they had to.
It was about ten minutes later that Carl saw the kangaroo. It was clearly a kangaroo, though a strange
one. It was too tall, for starters: two and a half metres or so. Its tail was stumpier than it should have been.
And its face was all squashed, like it had bounced into a wall at high speed. Its face was all there; it just didn’t
take up as much space as it rightly should have.
This… was weird. Maybe he should have brought the radio from home. The news was probably talking
about this sort of thing. Hmm… should he go around it and continue to the source of the storm?
On the other hand, it was a kangaroo, and Carl had always wondered how well-deserved their reputation
as boxers was. This was a good opportunity to find out: everyone else was too busy with the wounded and tho
storm’s aftermath to bother about one man punching kangaroos…

If Carl goes around the giant kangaroo, send “Dodging kangaroo”. (goes around; like 233)
If Carl starts a fight with the giant kangaroo, turn to page 233.
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Carl had the feeling that staying in the lab would be a bad idea. Too many opportunities for something to
go wrong. Too close to that machine.
“Well,” he said, “as much fun as this has been, I think I’ll be off.”
“Off?” Susan asked.
“Yeah. Feel free to come with. I’d like that.” Especially once he’d foreseen what to say to make her
remove her shirt…
“You want to go out into that weather?”
“Yes.”
“And I don’t suppose you’re going to help the rescue efforts?”
They weren’t saying anything worth hearing, so Carl walked back to the elevator, where his shitbox of a
car was waiting for him. He’d have to do something about that. Find a newer model.
“Are you going to activate the elevator for me?” Carl asked.
Apparently they took that as a threat, because Susan moped her way across to the control box and input
the digits. Then he was slowly rising and they were disappearing downward. Carl kept behind his car, just in
case they changed their minds and had their security guards take a shot at him, but it seemed that was
unnecessary; they were letting him go.
What kind of reality-destroying evil corporation did that?
The elevator reached the top and Carl found himself once again in the abandoned warehouse façade that
rested above the lab. Except this time it wasn’t empty.
There was a shiny black car in here, and from that car emerged two men in finely-tailored suits.
“Hey boys,” Carl said. “Fancy a trade?”
The Suits continued their advance. “What trade would that be?”
“My car for yours,” Carl said.
On the face of it, it wasn’t a very good deal for them. Carl’s car was old and rusty and falling apart. He was
quietly surprised that it had withstood the rain and hail on the way over here. Their car, by comparison, looked
brand new and top-of-the-line. They clearly had expensive tastes.
“Why should we do that?” one Suit asked him.
“Because the people down in the lab just saw me leave. They won’t look too hard at my car coming back
down the elevator, but they’ll be on alert for you guys. Element of surprise.”
“And why don’t we just shoot you and take your car?” the other Suit asked.
Carl smiled. “Well, trying that is certainly an option, but a dangerous one. The sound of your shots will no
doubt alert those below us that you’re here, allowing their three security guards to focus on the elevator. And
all of that is assuming that you manage to kill me in the first place.”
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The Suits exchanged some kind of glance that Carl couldn’t read. Apparently their telepathy was working
fine, though, because after a second they were both on the same page.
“We could kill you by hand,” the Suits’ current spokesman said.
“You could try. Certainly quieter than the gun, but messier. And there’s always the chance that I’ll grab
one of your guns and then there will be all that noise again.”
“What’s your name?”
“Carl. Now do you want the car or not?”
Another quick telepathic glance between the Suits. “Yes.”
“Then give me your keys.”
The Suits passed him and handed him the key to their car. Carl told them that his keys were in the ignition
and bid them a good day.
Then he climbed into his shiny new car. It had many nice buttons, leather seats; very comfortable.
The floor a few feet away disappeared downward as the Suits activated the elevator. How did they know
the code? Did they work there?
If so, they were taking workplace disagreements to a whole new level, as they crouched behind Carl’s old
car and readied their pistols.
A new floor slid across when the old one had descended ten feet. Carl thought he heard dull thuds like
shots, but there weren’t many. Maybe a dozen.
Now… where to go to harness his powers?

Turn to page 238.
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“I think the best course would be to go in the front,” Carl said. “We can’t risk going through the
neighbours’ yards and getting ourselves arrested. It’s no good to us if the police show up, right? Otherwise
you’d have called them already.”
“The police wouldn’t understand what’s at stake,” Levenstein said. “Or they’d think we were insane.”
“I don’t know,” Carl said. “They might be very understanding; there’s been a lot of weirdness today.”
“Nevertheless,” Levenstein said, though why he said it Carl wasn’t sure.
What else did Carl need to know? “I don’t suppose any of these security guards are coming with me?” He
motioned toward the three guards.
“I’m afraid not,” Levenstein said. “Those men know where we are; I can’t leave the machine
unprotected.”
He was on his own then.
A lone knight to rescue the damsel.
Still… even if they weren’t coming with him, he could ask them for a gun. That way, he’d be able to shoot
one of the Suits as soon as he opened the door. That would increase his odds of rescuing Susan.
The other option was to take a knife. It might be useful for the rescuing, but would be less effective in
combat. Of course, if he didn’t have a gun he was more likely to run away and maybe live to fight another
day…
Whereas if he had a gun he’d be more likely to stand and fight if it came to that.
Whatever he decided, it had to be soon. He needed to get going.

If Carl decides to take a gun with him, send “Front with a Piece”. (shoots Suit)
If Carl decides to take a knife with him, turn to page 245.
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“Get your car,” Carl told Tony. “We’ll wait here. You need to take me to a hospital with a surgery.”
Tony paused a second as he tried to think of a better option. He came up with none, though, and was
soon running back the way they’d come. That left Carl with Nameless, but Carl didn’t have the effort for
conversation. He closed his eyes and waited.
He’d probably fallen asleep, but screams woke him.
Carl opened his eyes. The crowd that had been overflowing out of the entrance to the little medical
practice was now shoving their way inside. And there was Nameless, in the throng, pushing in with the rest of
them. Whatever was causing all the screaming was really terrifying them all. Did Carl even want to look
around?
Well, he probably should. Best to know what was about to kill him this time.
It surprised him by not being a roll of angry thunderclouds. It was… well, it was sheep-sized. It looked a bit
like a giant kiwi, except it had four legs. And spikes. Its back was covered in spikes.
All in all, it looked like an echidna had mated with a kiwi, and this was its giant offspring.
Oh, and it was about five metres from him, and steadily advancing.
The front doors of the clinic now closed and Carl heard them click as they locked. Fat lot of help those
guys were. Still, they probably didn’t want Carl taking up space in the clinic when they couldn’t help him. He’d
just get in the way and then die. Better to leave him to the beasts.
Especially if that meant there was one less hungry beast wanting to eat those inside.
All in all, very logical.
Carl was surprised that he could still think logically, between the intense pain in his legs and his close
proximity to the… the whatever that thing was. It was probably shock. It would catch up with him soon no
doubt and he’d start panicking.
But until then, there was the matter of the giant echidna that was about three metres away, poking at the
ground with its long snout and still coming toward him.

If Carl attempts to crawl away, turn to page 236.
If Carl lies still, send “Echidna Fodder”. (echidna sniffs, then leaves him alone)
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“You don’t have to stay, Carl,” Susan told him. “We’d understand.”
Oh great. The pretty woman would understand if he ran off with his tail between his legs. Well, that
wasn’t happening.
“The way I see it, we have to bunker down,” Carl said. “That means any crates or boxes we can use for
cover, we need to. Further, we need people watching both entrances not just the elevator.” Carl paused. This
would be much easier if there was more than just him, Susan, and Levenstein. “We can’t leave it alone, but can
we at least shut down your machine?”
Henry gave the order and the mechanical whirring and grinding slowed, slowed, stopped. The whitecoats
assembled in front of Carl, except for one, who took the other briefcase out of the clear plastic cube and
ferried it off somewhere.
“Right,” Carl said to the crowd, “we’re preparing for an attack. Those two men are coming back here.
Apparently we have to stop them from taking our precious pasticles—”
“Just call it Time,” Susan said.
“—and that means I need all of your help.” The lab techies just watched him. There was about ten of
them. “I need crates and boxes stacked facing the elevator and the rear stairs so we can hide behind them
with the guns. I need others to form walls that we can hide behind with our wrenches and such.
“The plan is this: whichever way they come in, we have two squads. The Shooters will have the pistols,
and will try to take out the Suits from afar from the cover of their crates. Another squad, the Beaters, will be
hiding behind crates as close to the entrances as they can. Their job will be to leap out and bash the Suits to
death with whatever heavy metal objects you have around here. Anyone who doesn’t want to be a Beater or a
Shooter should probably leave. Questions?”
“Who are you?” one whitecoat asked.
“I’m Carl Wickam. Now go.” They didn’t seem very reassured, but what was he meant to say? I work
logistics for a transport company? Actually, I have no experience with warfare or fighting, but I went back in
time a little this morning and now I’m hoping to nail that hot chick?

If Carl joins the Beaters, send “Beater”. (pipe wrench; choice of what to guard)
If Carl joins the Shooters, send “Shooter”. (gun; choice of what to guard)
If Carl has another idea, send it in!
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Not open the briefcase again? But last time it had given him an edge against the Suits. Hopefully it would
again.
“I think I’ll open the briefcase again,” Carl told Susan.
“Don—” was as far as Susan got before Carl had the clasps open and had peeked in again.
Carl found himself now staring at the bathroom door, his hand outstretched to open it. He did so and
found Susan waiting for him.
“Mister Wickam,” she said. “Long time no see.”
“Sure is, Susan,” Carl replied.
She’d moved to shake his hand, as before, but paused when he’d said her name. “Oh no. We’ve had this
conversation already, haven’t we?”
Carl shrugged. “May have.”
“Then I probably mentioned that you shouldn’t keep opening the briefcase.”
“May ha—” was as far as Carl got before the thunder deafened him. Where the storm had come from was
a mystery, because the last time he’d checked it had been a lovely summer day, but it was certainly here now.
Carl could see rain battering the frosted bathroom window. Susan had rushed over to investigate.
“How far did you open the—” was as far as Susan got before the building crunched. Cracks spread out
along the walls. Some were wide enough for Carl to put his hand in.
“I think we should leave,” Susan said.
“What’s happening?” Carl asked.
“You keep tearing the fabric of time and it’s fucking up our shit.” Carl hadn’t thought she’d have been the
type to swear, but the building was falling apart around them.
Carl made it to the door and held it open for her. She snorted as she went through. Apparently now
wasn’t the time for gentlemanly conduct.
Out in the work floor, a tide of people were running for the stairs. Unfortunately, two people were not.
Those two people were wearing suits. Carl remembered, now, that before all the briefcasing and talking with
Susan, he’d gone to the bathroom to escape them. Seemed they were still here.
And they’d spotted Susan. And pulled out guns.
Susan ripped the briefcase out of Carl’s hands and sprinted for the staircase, which was crammed full of
terrified workers fleeing the broken building. The Suits aimed their guns at her.

If Carl saves Susan’s life at the risk of his own, turn to page 240.
If Carl lets Susan die to ensure his own safety, send “To Be a Coward”. (they kill Susan; Carl left alive)
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It seemed foolish to put his faith in an email from his future self, but today wasn’t making a whole lot of
sense, so Carl decided that it was probably best to trust in crazy instead of logical.
The bathrooms were located next to the bank of elevators. Carl ducked down the small hallway and
pushed open the door to the men’s room. There was a man in there. Nothing so unusual about that, he
supposed, except that this man wasn’t at the urinal or in one of the stalls. He was staring at the door.
Like he’d been waiting for him.
The man was bald on top, but still had dark hair surrounding each ear. He had a long hook-like nose but
was more chubby than thin. His eyes were brown and focussed, intense, intelligent. Carl rather felt that he was
the sort of man who took in everything at once and never missed a detail. He was dressed in a brown jacket
with elbow-patches and grey trousers. They didn’t really match, but Carl doubted that the man would care.
“Mister Wickam,” he said. There must have been something in Carl’s expression that made him sure,
because it wasn’t a question. “My name is Henry Levenstein. I’m from the Marshall-Barney Research
Institute.”
“The what?” Carl asked, still somewhat dazed by the man’s familiar manner. Had they met somewhere
before? Did Levenstein know him? Should he recognise Levenstein? Because he didn’t.
“We’re a scientific research institute,” Levenstein said. “Ah, I see you still have our briefcase. Excellent.”
“Your briefcase?” Parroting wasn’t the most original idea, but it was the only one Carl could think of.
“Yes. And believe me, I’m very glad you’ve kept it safe. If you’d given it to… those gentlemen…”
Levenstein trailed off, then smiled. “But you didn’t. You good boy you.”
“If you’re not going to give me a treat, I suggest you stop talking to me like I’m a dog.”
“Sorry. I’m not used to talking to… people. I tend to work mostly alone. On complex things.”
“Yeah, you’re very intelligent, I get it.”
“You haven’t opened that, have you?” Levenstein asked suddenly, staring at the briefcase.
“No. How do I know it’s yours?”
Levenstein smiled. “Good question. And one I don’t have an answer for. That briefcase was never meant
to leave the Institute, so we didn’t bother stamping it with our logo. Or security devices. I somewhat regret
that, now. Should have foreseen that someone would make a play for it; live and learn.”
For all his supposed intelligence, Levenstein didn’t seem to grasp simple concepts or conversations.
“How… do… I… know… this… is… yours?”
“You don’t,” Levenstein said. “So either you can trust me, or you can hand it to those men downstairs.”
Well, at least Levenstein seemed less threatening that the Suits. But that didn’t really answer any of his
questions, like what was in this damned heavy briefcase? Who were the men downstairs? Who was the
woman from the café? What had happened to her?
Levenstein checked his watch. “We need to go.”
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“Go where?”
“The stairs. In a few minutes those men will stop playing at being civil and will take the elevator up to this
level. When they do, it will become much harder to hide from them.”
Levenstein started to reply, then reconsidered, and – after his eyes searched the entire bathroom – he
said, “The same way you knew to come here. I got an email from the future.”
How did Levenstein know about that? Surely this wasn’t a joke; now wasn’t the time or place for silly
japes or pranks. Besides, Carl wasn’t sure that Levenstein had a sense of humour. From the look in his alwayssearching eyes, Carl guessed that the man never stopped thinking, never stopped calculating the odds of what
was about to happen.
“I sent you an email?” Carl asked.
“You?” Levenstein sounded shocked; his expression softened to amusement. “Don’t be daft. I received an
email from Susan. She said you saved her. Now we really do have to go.”

If Carl goes with Levenstein, turn to page 369.
If Carl questions Levenstein some more, send “Executive Indecision”. (killed; asks same questions as are
asked en route to lab)
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“Nice speech,” Susan said. She sounded sarcastic, but she usually did so Carl didn’t take special notice of
that.
“Thanks.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’ll be among the throng with something heavy to swing,” Carl said. “By the way, do you guys have
something heavy I can swing?”
“I think we can find something.”
“Well done, Carl,” Henry said. He’d been directing a bunch of whitecoats, who were now checking the lab
for objects they could use as weapons. “Where do Susan and I fit into your plan?”
This was the part of the plan Carl doubted Henry would like. “You’re in your office. It’s midway between
the two entrances, and as secure as it gets. You’re our last line of defence. If the Suits kill us and are about to
reach you, you open that briefcase.”
“I don’t—”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Carl told him. “You want me to form your plan and keep your precious machine
safe? Well then, you can obey my instructions. If the Suits kill us all, open the briefcase and when you come
back in time, tell us what they did last time. That should give us an edge against them the second time
around.”
Henry watched him a while. That ever-calculating brain was clearly searching for another solution.
“If you don’t want them to kill everyone here and take charge of your machine, doctor, you have to do
this.”
“All right, Carl,” Henry said. “But only as a last resort.”
Carl nodded, then joined the group of whitecoats searching for beating tools. He found a big, solid-looking
wrench that had some nice heft to it and joined in the construction of the equipment-case barricades. There
was a central one for the Shooters, and one at the elevator and one at the back exit for the Beaters.
“I don’t suppose we can lock this elevator down here?” Carl asked.
“No,” Susan said. She’d been following him around. “Not without cutting power to the whole facility and
plunging us into darkness.”
That might distract the Suits, but it would also make it difficult for the scientists. “Do you have
flashlights?”
“Not many.”

If Carl cuts the power and guards the stairway, turn to page 242.
If Carl leaves the power on and guards the stairway, send “Beat the Stairs”. (hits Peter as he enters)
If Carl leaves the power on and guards the elevator, send “Beat the Elevator”. (shot by Kevin)
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Going home was too dangerous. If they knew his name and where he worked, they could find him in the
phone directory. They’d probably be waiting for him when he arrived there.
And he couldn’t stay in the crowd, because they’d probably check the crowd. And, at some point, it was
bound to stop being a crowd and then they’d find him.
Probably best to go somewhere unexpected, then. But where?
He ran out the doors of the Move It, Buster! building and onto King William Street. There were no
convenient trams to catch and already the crowd around him was breaking up. Some were racing right, toward
Victoria’s Square; others left toward the Mall. Some were running out into the traffic, which wasn’t a very
good idea at all. Luckily all the cars had now stopped and were looking over to see what was happening, so no
one was likely to be cleaned up by a bus or car as they escaped the well-dressed homicidal maniacs.
Carl turned left and sprinted. It was awkward lugging the briefcase with him, which threw off his balance,
but he had an idea. He ran across the road and into the first building he came across: the Adam Internet
building. There was a bunch of other businesses that used the building too, but Adam were on one of the
upper floors and that felt safer to Carl.
He crossed the lobby and hit the button for an elevator. There were two to choose from. If it didn’t arrive
immediately he’d take the stai—
Good. An elevator on the ground floor. Carl ducked in. He’d been watching the street and hadn’t spotted
the Suits, but that wasn’t a guarantee. They were better at this than him. Maybe they were secretly watching.
The elevator arrived at the Adam floor and Carl got out.
“Hello,” said the clerk. “What can I do for you today?”
Carl needed to spend at least a couple of minutes up here. What would take that long? Fake a technical
problem? No; they’d realise he wasn’t with their company and then he’d have to leave or it’d look suspicious.
Hell, it probably looked suspicious already. There was a commotion in the street below and he’d arrived,
sweaty and dishevelled, in the elevator.
“Hey,” Carl said as naturally as he could. It wasn’t very natural. “I’m uh, looking to change my internet
service guys. And I’m… checking around.”
If the clerk suspected anything, he didn’t show it. He showed a smile, and nodded understandingly, and
brought out a group of brochures on their various plans and download limits and speeds and such. Carl placed
the briefcase on the floor – and kept a foot against it, just in case – and looked at the brochures like he was
interested.
After ten minutes, Carl heard sirens downstairs. Evidently someone had recovered from shock enough to
call the police. That probably meant it was safe to go down there.
Unless those men in suits were from the police…
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But if that was the case, Carl was screwed. He wouldn’t be able to use his bank cards or drive his car, and
he wasn’t set out for a life of intrigue and death. If they were with the cops, Carl would have to give in to them
eventually.
In either case, there was no point staying here much longer. Carl thanked the clerk for his time, took the
brochures, and said he’d be back once he’d investigated some other companies. The clerk seemed to take that
as sensible, which was nice. At least something was going his way, even if it was only small things.
Carl rode the elevator back down to the ground and emerged on King William Street. His office building
had been blocked off with police cars and there were at least a dozen officers. How many more would be
inside?
And, if the Suits were working for the government, why hadn’t they blocked off the building before trying
to attack Carl? That way, even if he escaped the Suits he wouldn’t escape the cops.
On the whole, he guessed that the Suits – whoever they were – were renegade. Not associated with the
police.
That said, though, did he want to tell them what was happening? They might be able to protect him, but
they also might yell at him for not knowing the answers to any of their questions.

If Carl tells the police what he knows, turn to page 248.
If Carl says he saw nothing, send “Perjury”. (moves on. No more Main Story)
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Well, the first thing he was damned-well doing was getting himself some pancakes. He’d barely eaten any
of them before that woman… ah, that woman… had interrupted his breakfast and spilled them everywhere.
Well, hell, now he didn’t have any job to rush off to so he might as well go back there and have breakfast.
Carl walked down the street, turned down the side street, and found the café. He took the same table as
before – just in case the woman happened to stop by – and ordered pancakes again.
The place was nearly deserted now; it being just before lunch time. In an hour or so it would be very busy,
but for now all was quiet. The same waiter took his order, frowning slightly when Carl mentioned pancakes.
Did he remember Carl? Remember the raucous? Or was he just trying to remember if this was the same guy
who’d come in this morning?
Carl had never been a waiter, but he’d worked in an office long enough to know that after a while people
all blended into one another. He tended to forget who was who unless he had a lot of business with them.
Presumably the same thing happened to waiters; people became table numbers or seats rather than
customers or – shock horror – people.
Carl ordered a coffee too, which arrived soon and calmed him as he tried to think the day through. Those
men – assuming it was the two in suits from this morning – had found his office. How? If they’d followed him
there they would have arrived much earlier. The woman took his briefcase, though, which had a stack of
business cards in it. If they’d caught up with her they’d only have to open the case.
Which was bad.
Because he was one of only two Carl Wickams in the country, and the only one in Adelaide. If they knew
his name, they knew where he lived.
Great. Now he couldn’t go home.
And he was still stuck with this silly, heavy, briefcase. What was he supposed to do with it? He’d been told
not to open it, but it didn’t have a single word written on it, so how was he supposed to find its owner?
Presumably she’d intended to catch up with him at work but now he wasn’t at work; couldn’t go back there;
might be unemployed by now.
Huh. This day really wasn’t going great.
Ah, his pancakes! Things were looking up. Carl put the briefcase out of his mind for the moment and paid
his full attention to the pile of pancakes. They were a brief respite from the weirdness and uncertainty of the
day.
Still, on the other hand, at least today was interesting. He’d been complaining that his life was boring.
Well, now it wasn’t. What, exactly, it was he wasn’t sure, but maybe he could figure that out later. On the way.
On the way to where, though?
Too soon, the pancakes were devoured, the coffee was drunk, and Carl had reached the point of leaving
the café. He paid for the meal, picked up the briefcase, and walked out into the street.
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What should he do? Try to find the owner of the briefcase? But how? There was nothing on the case
itself. He could always open it, but he’d been expressedly told not to. It was just about the only thing the
woman had told him. Don’t open it. Don’t let Them get it.
And shit. She’d said “Shit”, but that wasn’t directed at him.
But how was he supposed to stop Them getting it unless he knew who They were? And how was he to
know who They were unless he knew who the case belonged to?
And how could he know who the case belonged to without opening it?
Aargh!
Carl rubbed his eyes with his free hand and took many deep breaths. Maybe he was coming at this all
wrong. Maybe he shouldn’t even bother finding out whose case it was. Maybe he should just do as he’d been
told and keep the briefcase from the Suits. He wouldn’t learn any of his answers, but his answers might not be
as important as whatever was happening with the briefcase; he didn’t know.

If Carl opens the briefcase to find out whose it is, turn to page 261.
If Carl doesn’t try to find his answers, but instead keeps the briefcase safe by going to the beach, send
“Beach”. (beach; later option to go on the run or go home)
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On the whole, it was probably best that he didn’t neglect his broken arm. That was the sort of thing that
might cause him to lose consciousness and topple from his diprotodon mount and die.
Dying was bad.
Carl pulled – gently – on the computer cable he’d superglued to Edwina’s ear. Her head rolled around and
she began walking in the new direction. Excellent; he could steer. He considered kicking her, like a horse, but
doubted it would produce the right result. She might throw him off or start running or something. Better to let
her amble at her own pace in the direction he wanted.
And so they went. Edwina liked to poke around at things on the ground and tried to eat some of them.
Mostly, though, she kept plodding, which suited Carl fine.
They didn’t spot any other diprotodons, but cars and people were emerging from their nearby shelters
and staring at him. Within a few minutes, he had a sizable crowd watching from windows and even following
behind him taking photos or just staring.
“You guys okay?” Carl asked them after a while, since they didn’t seem to be starting the conversation.
“Uh you… Is that thing safe?”
“No idea. She doesn’t seem vicious or angry,” Carl said. “Tell me, has the radio reported any actual
attacks, or just the appearance of these creatures?”
There was a silence, but not the same as before: not silence of bewilderment but a silence of realisation.
Yes, the city was now filled with strange creatures, but at least they weren’t attacking. They weren’t even
carnivorous; at least not the ones Carl had seen.
Honestly, he wasn’t sure what everyone was so worried about; these creatures were much better and
safer than the storm before them. Whatever was happening was becoming less dangerous, not more.
Another ten minutes of plodding brought Carl and his mount to the little hospital.
It looked shut.
The front doors were closed and the foyer beyond was crammed full of people. There was another
creature in the parking lot; some kind of giant echidna-kiwi offspring. It had four legs, but was the shape of a
kiwi, covered with spikes, and the size of a sheep.
Clearly the people in the clinic had thought it dangerous and hadn’t bothered to… well… look at it. It had a
long, thin snout. It had no claws or teeth. It wasn’t made for attacking. It was made for eating a shitload of
insects and bugs. That was all. It was only dangerous if you tried to lean on it.
Carl pulled back on both computer cords, forcing Edwina’s head up. She grunted her displeasure, but
stopped. Carl slid off the seat on her back and landed on the ground. The jolt jarred his broken arm and he let
out a hiss of pain.
Edwina looked over at the sound as if noticing him for the first time.
Did she realise that he’d been the thing on her back? The thing tugging at her ears?
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Was she angry?
Carl could feel everyone in the clinic holding their breath as they waited for the giant wombat to attack
him. Well if that was happening, it was happening on Carl’s terms.
He stepped toward Edwina and patted her head – though far from the mouth and giant nose. She didn’t
seem to view him as a threat, and didn’t try to bite him. She didn’t look happy either; she was thoroughly
nonplussed by him. Neither domesticated nor feral.
Carl walked to the clinic door and stared at the terrified faces on the other side. Were they scared of the
two creatures now loitering in their parking lot, or the man who’d just jumped off one of them?
“Open up!” he called. He held up his arm and tried to keep it still. “I need help.”
“We can’t,” one of the people said, with a look at the creatures.
“They’re not carnivorous. They’re not dangerous. They’re like… cows. Now open the doors.”
“How do I know you’re not with them?”
This question was so stupid that even the speaker’s terrified surrounders shook their head at him.
“Of course I’m with them,” Carl shouted. “I ride them! I am there beneficent overlord! Now let me in!”
“Okay,” said a new spokesman, “we’ll open the doors, but only for a second.”
After a brief fumbling with keys, the doors were opened and people pulled Carl inside. He wished the
other patients would be a bit gentler with him, but many of them were injured themselves, though few as
badly as Carl. Most were bumps and breaks and such, and all looked in shock, but no one else’s arm was
puffed up and purple.
That granted him fairly swift access to the doctor’s office. The doc took one look at his arm and swore.
“Long story short,” he said, because he was too busy for the long story, “I don’t have a surgery here and your
arm needs surgery. That said, every hospital is overflowing with life-and-death patients already.”
“Aren’t I one of them?” Carl asked.
“Untreated, yes. I can’t get you to a hospital right now; our secretary gave the ambulance away an hour
ago and it hasn’t come back yet. I assume the arsehole’s crashed somewhere in the storm. So either you can
try to make your own way to a bigger hospital, or I can put you under and have you transferred when things
have settled down. What’s it to be?”

If Carl has the doctor put him under and operate safely later, send “Nap Time”. (lose limb, survive)
If Carl takes his chances getting himself to another hospital, turn to page 252.
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“I think the best course would be to go in the back, but we can’t risk going through the neighbours’
yards,” Carl said. “It’s no good to us if the police show up, right? Otherwise you’d have called them already.”
“The police wouldn’t understand what’s at stake,” Levenstein said. “And they might keep the kidnappers
talking until…”
“Until they can see the future, right,” Carl said. What else did they need to know? “I don’t suppose any of
these security guards are coming with me?”
“I’m afraid not,” Levenstein said. “Those men know where we are; I can’t leave the machine
unprotected.”
He was on his own then.
Still… he could always ask them for a gun. But did he want a gun? If he had one, he’d be more prepared if
something went wrong or if he ran into one of the Suits, but he was also more likely to go searching for the
Suits or stay to fight rather than run and hide.
Whatever he decided, it had to be soon. He needed to get going.

If Carl decides to take a gun with him, turn to page 220.
If Carl decides to take a knife with him, send “RW4SDK”. (free Susan)
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But he wasn’t going to do anything about it. Not when Kevin had just murdered someone and Peter stood
above him aiming a pistol at him. He really wasn’t in a position to attack again. Sure, he might pull Kevin’s legs
out from under him, but Peter would shoot him.
There was no way, now, that he’d steal the briefcase and escape with it. Susan wouldn’t get her wish.
She’d died for it, but that hadn’t meant she’d get it. It showed her determination, not her ability.
Now the only ability left was Carl’s, and it was sorely lacking.
“I give up,” he said. “I shouldn’t have… She said…” What was he supposed to say? “Sorry. You win.”
Kevin and Peter shared a smile. “Yes, we do,” Kevin said.
“Police are probably on their way,” Peter pointed out. He had just fired a gun in public, after all. Carl had
been dimly aware that there was screaming and running going on far behind him, but it wasn’t as important to
him or as real as Susan’s death.
“Kill him or leave him?” Peter asked. Seemed Kevin was the brains of the operation.
“That’s up to you. They’ll have our description either way. The man at the office – Ernest was it? – will
remember us.”
“So there’s no point killing him,” Peter said.
That sounded promising.
“Unless you’re into that sort of thing,” Kevin said.
Less promising.
Peter waved with the gun. “Run.”
Carl did. Would they shoot him in the back? No; no point when they could shoot him in the face. They’d
already fired the gun and they were standing over Susan’s corpse. They didn’t exactly scream “Afraid of death”
so Carl guessed they’d have no problem shooting him right in the face if they wanted him dead.
When the storm hit, he stopped running and started falling. Then he hit the dirt, which was swiftly
becoming mud around him.
Where the hell had this come from? It had been a clear summer’s day. Carl looked up and saw storm
clouds rolling outward. He turned. They were rolling out in every direction, all around him.
And behind him, Kevin stood with the briefcase in his hands.
It was open.
Susan had died to keep that briefcase closed. To keep it out of their hands. Now she was dead, they had
the case, and whatever it did… well, it had just done it.
Some hero Carl had turned out to be. Maybe he shouldn’t have tried to negotiate with professionals. He’d
know for next time.
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For this time, however, he needed to get out of the storm. The rain was starting to sting and he saw hail
beginning to fall. Not golf-ball sized mini-meteors, but hail nonetheless. Not the sort of thing you want to hit
you if there’s an alternative.
There was. Run. Carl did it.
First he headed for the Move It, Buster! building, but diverted course when he spotted the huge cracks
spreading across its middle. That building was coming down, and soon, and Carl didn’t know the first thing to
do to stop it or help those inside, so he instead headed for the lobby of a nearby hotel, where he weathered
the storm with an increasing throng of those who’d been trapped outside when the storm had started. When
the Suits had unleashed it…
What had been in that briefcase? Should he have done more to stop it? Could he have done more?
No point worrying about that now, not that he’d ever be able to stop himself.
“What happened?” someone asked beside him. Some kid in cut-off jeans and a basketball shirt. “One
minute it’s fine and hot and the next…” The youth stared out at the pouring rain.
In the city, the first of the buildings were starting to fall.

If Carl tells everyone who will listen about the Suits, turn to page 264.
If Carl says he doesn’t know anything, send “Nite Owl”. (quiet existence, but can’t put it behind him)
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Better to be prepared than not, really. He was breaking into their house; odds were good he’d run into
the kidnappers. Carl approached the security guards and told them briefly of the plan, then asked for a gun.
They wouldn’t give him one.
He went back to Levenstein and explained that he wanted a gun, and Levenstein ordered one to hand his
piece over. There was a slight awkwardness after that when Carl had to ask the now-unarmed security guard
where the pistol’s safety was so he wouldn’t shoot himself, but after that he was ready to go.
Levenstein walked Carl back over to the elevator, and there handed him his keys.
“You’re not coming with me?” Carl asked. He was glad, really – Levenstein was somewhat old and rarely
shut up and therefore not what you’d want when rescuing someone – but he was surprised. Wasn’t Susan his
protégé or something?
“I need to guard the machine. Just in case you fail.”
“And thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“You have everything you need?”
Carl nodded. He had his plan of attack: go around the side, find Susan, use the gun if there were any
problems. Easy. At least until he saw what was actually there.
He stepped onto the huge elevator and, as he was climbing into the van, the floor began to rise. By the
time he was inside and buckled, the floor was once more in the large, abandoned-looking warehouse.
But the storm had stopped. Outside, the day was clear and bright once more. There were patches of
wetness on the ground, but that was all that remained of the hail and the rains.
Was this good for him or bad for him? It meant he’d be able to drive to the hideout faster, but he
wouldn’t have other noises to cover his approach. Eh, nothing to do about it. Might as well start.
Carl put the van in gear and started away. The hideout was in Burnside, across the other side of the city,
probably half an hour away if the traffic lights were with him.
Turned out, they weren’t with anyone. Most of the city’s power was out.
Because most of the city was shattered. Carl had forgotten about that; that the city’s skyscrapers had
begun to fall. Maybe he’d blocked it out. Whatever; he couldn’t block it out now. The city lay like ruins.
Smashed windows. Broken buildings. Silence or screams.
Carl kept away. He couldn’t do anything for those in danger in the city, but he might be able to rescue
Susan. That was what he could do.
There was some kind of commotion at Burnside Village; an emergency shelter or rally point or something.
Carl drove on past. Like the city, that was someone else’s problem. Instead he parked on the same street as
the kidnappers’ house, but a few houses down. Then he grabbed the pistol and jumped out of the van.
He approached the house and peeked over the fence for a moment to check that Google hadn’t betrayed
him. It hadn’t. The house was a white one-storey affair with a red roof and a carport running along its side to a
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gate. In the carport was a single shiny black sedan. There didn’t appear to be anyone moving around in the
house, but then every window had old-fashioned lace curtains. Odds were that anyone inside would be able to
see out, but Carl would never see in.
Since he was going in blind, Carl turned off the gun’s safety. Might as well be prepared. Then he ran down
the driveway and crouched behind the car. Had anyone seen him? How would he know?
Carl crept around the car and came to the six-foot tall green fence. Carl lifted the latch and heard the
steel scrape, but he’d done it gently enough that the sound shouldn’t carry. At the least, no one seemed to be
jumping out to shoot him, so that was a plus.
When the gate was open enough to slip through, Carl did so. Ahead of him stretched a path leading to a
section of lawn. To his left was a door. Carl ran down to the backyard and found that the rear entrance to the
house was a sliding glass door that opened onto a wooden decking.
Carl took the steps up to the decking one at a time, still wary of any trap. There didn’t seem to be any, but
how could he know for sure? There was no one lurking just inside – the glass door assured him of that – but it
was hard, very hard, to take it slow and quiet instead of rushing in.
Eventually, he reached the glass door and pulled it open. They hadn’t locked it; good. Carl stepped in,
swept the room with the pistol and, finding nothing, moved on. It was a sort of lounge/TV room, with a billiard
room adjoining it. Carl paused for a moment to listen before moving on.
Which was when he heard the whisper.
“Who’s that?”
It was a woman’s voice. And it was in the next room.
Susan.
Carl, checking constantly all over, walked toward the voice and found Susan tied up behind an old-style
wooden bar. Her hands and ankles had been taped together around the bar’s central support beam; hogtied
on the side. There were marks on her hands and stretchmarks on the tape where she’d tried to pull free, but
without success.
There was no tape on her mouth, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”
“Susan,” he said. Wow. Somehow, she pulled off the rugged-sexy captive look when by all rights she
should have just been red and puffy.
“How do you know my name?”
“It’s… what did you call it?” a new voice asked. Carl spun, gun ready, but the new voice’s owner was so
close up behind him that he could snatch the pistol right out of Carl’s grip, and did.
“Reverse-causation,” the voice finished. The voice’s body was wearing a suit, and flanked by another man
wearing a suit. They’d managed to come up right behind him without him hearing a thing. Were they
professional soldiers? Or did they juts have really good shoes.
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“Heroes,” the other Suit said. “What shall we do with them?”
“Well, we don’t need two hostages. They’ll just conspire and try to escape and such. We should probably
kill one.”
“But which one?”
The Suit with the two guns shrugged. “We’ve already interrogated her. She wasn’t much help. But she
might be more cooperative once we’ve killed her friend. And she does know more about the lab. On the other
hand, this gentleman found us somehow. He’s clearly mixed up in all this. And he might not withstand
interrogation so well.”
“So then…” The other Suit smiled. “Captive’s choice.”

If Carl tells the Suits to shoot him, turn to page 272.
If Carl tells the Suits to shoot Susan, turn to page 327.
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“Guys,” Carl said, “I don’t think I can last long enough to go around this.”
Tony and Jane exchanged a look that Carl could read even though it wasn’t directed near him and was, in
all probability, directed away from him. It said, That’s suicide.
“Look,” Carl said, “I can’t walk much further. I doubt I should have walked this far. And I’m not sure
whether I should lose consciousness when my arm has ballooned to twice the size and turned black. I’m going
past that… whatever it is. You can come with me or not.”
He started forward again. After a moment of quiet whispering, he heard footsteps coming up behind him
and joining him. By that stage, he’d closed about half the distance to the sheep-sized echidna. It turned to look
at them, now, but it didn’t seem very dangerous. It didn’t, for instance, have claws. Or sharp teeth. Carl wasn’t
even sure it had teeth at all; it had a long, thin snout like a kiwi.
Nonetheless, they kept an eye on it. It didn’t care. It turned back to lumber toward the clinic. Carl, Tony,
and Jane increased their pace so they’d get there first. There didn’t seem to be any danger of this creature
chasing them because they were moving fast. It wasn’t a predator, except of insects.
They reached the clinic and found it overflowing with people, many of them were injured themselves,
though few as badly as Carl. Most were bumps and breaks and such, and all looked in shock, but no one else’s
arm was puffed up and purple and no one else could swoon or nearly pass out as well as Carl.
That granted him fairly swift access to the doctor’s office. The doc took one look at his arm and swore.
“Long story short,” he said, because he was too busy for the long story, “I don’t have a surgery here and your
arm needs surgery. That said, every hospital is overflowing with life-and-death patients already.”
“Aren’t I one of them?” Carl asked.
“Untreated, yes. I can’t get you to a hospital right now; our secretary gave the ambulance away an hour
ago and it hasn’t come back yet. I assume the arsehole crashed somewhere in the storm. So either you can try
to make your own way to a bigger hospital and maybe keep the arm, or I can put you under and have you
transferred when things have settled down, but by that stage they’ll have to amputate. What’s it to be?”

If Carl has the doctor put him under and operate safely later, send “I’ll nap here”. (lose limb; survive)
If Carl takes his chances getting himself to another hospital, turn page 259.
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Better not take the gun, really. He’d just try to use it and end up shot. He was breaking into their house to
rescue Susan, not kill them. His best hope was to avoid detection and confrontation. He found a retractable
Stanley knife on one of the crates and slipped it into his pocket.
“Have everything you need?” Levenstein asked.
“I think so,” Carl said.
Levenstein walked Carl back over to the elevator, and there handed him his keys.
“You’re not coming with me?” Carl asked. He was glad, really – Levenstein was somewhat old and rarely
shut up and therefore not what you’d want when rescuing someone – but he was surprised. Wasn’t Susan his
protégé or something?
“I need to guard the machine. Just in case you fail.”
“And thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“You have everything you need?”
Carl nodded. He had his plan of attack: go around the side, find Susan, use the knife to free her. Easy. At
least until he saw what was actually there.
He stepped onto the huge elevator and, as he was climbing into the van, the floor began to rise. By the
time he was inside and buckled, the floor was once more in the large, abandoned-looking warehouse.
But the storm had stopped. Outside, the day was clear and bright once more. There were patches of
wetness on the ground, but that was all that remained of the hail and the rains.
Was this good for him or bad for him? It meant he’d be able to drive to the hideout faster, but he
wouldn’t have other noises to cover his approach. Eh, nothing to do about it. Might as well start.
Carl put the van in gear and started away. The hideout was in Burnside, across the other side of the city,
probably half an hour away if the traffic lights were with him.
Turned out, they weren’t with anyone. Most of the city’s power was out.
Because most of the city was shattered. Carl had forgotten about that; that the city’s skyscrapers had
begun to fall. Maybe he’d blocked it out. Whatever; he couldn’t block it out now. The city lay like ruins.
Smashed windows. Broken buildings. Silence or screams.
Carl kept away. He couldn’t do anything for those in danger in the city, but he might be able to rescue
Susan. That was what he could do.
There was some kind of commotion at Burnside Village; an emergency shelter or rally point or something.
Carl drove on past. Like the city, that was someone else’s problem. Instead he parked on the same street as
the kidnappers’ house, but a few houses down, checked he still had the knife, and jumped out of the van.
He approached the house and peeked over the fence for a moment to check that Google hadn’t betrayed
him. It hadn’t. The house was a white one-storey affair with a red roof and a carport running along its side to a
gate. In the carport was a single shiny black sedan. There didn’t appear to be anyone moving around in the
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house, but then every window had old-fashioned lace curtains. Odds were that anyone inside would be able to
see out, but Carl would never see in.
Then, since there was nothing else to do but start, Carl ran down the driveway and crouched behind the
car. Had anyone seen him? How would he know?
Carl crept around the car and came to the six-foot tall green fence. Carl lifted the latch and heard the
steel scrape, but he’d done it gently enough that the sound shouldn’t carry. At the least, no one seemed to be
jumping out to shoot him, so that was a plus.
When the gate was open enough to slip through, Carl did so. Ahead of him stretched a path leading to a
section of lawn. To his left was a door. Carl ran down to the backyard and found that the rear entrance to the
house was a sliding glass door that opened onto a wooden decking.
Carl took the steps up to the decking one at a time, still wary of any trap. There didn’t seem to be any, but
how could he know for sure? There was no one lurking just inside – the glass door assured him of that – but it
was hard, very hard, to take it slow and quiet instead of rushing in.
Eventually, he reached the glass door and pulled it open. They hadn’t locked it; good. It was a sort of
lounge/TV room, with a billiard room adjoining it. Carl paused for a moment to listen before moving on.
Which was when he heard the whisper.
“Who’s that?”
It was a woman’s voice. And it was in the next room.
Susan.
Carl, checking constantly all over, walked toward the voice and found Susan tied up behind an old-style
wooden bar. Her hands and ankles had been taped together around the bar’s central support beam; hogtied
on the side. There were marks on her hands and the tape where she’d tried to pull free, but without success.
There was no tape on her mouth, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”
“Susan,” he said. Wow. Somehow, she pulled off the rugged-sexy captive look when by all rights she
should have just been red and puffy.
Carl knelt beside her, pulled out the knife, and reached forward to cut her bonds.
“How do you know my name?” Susan asked.
“It’s… what did you call it?” a new voice asked. Carl dropped the knife and spun around. The voice’s body
was wearing a suit, and flanked by another man wearing a suit. They both had guns pointed lazily at Carl.
They’d managed to come up right behind him without him hearing a thing. Were they professional soldiers? Or
did they juts have really good shoes?
“Reverse-causation,” the voice finished.
“You didn’t think to bring a weapon?” the other Suit asked.
“I… didn’t think it was a good idea.” Now it seemed that it might have been.
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The Suits shared a glance. “What shall we do with them?”
“Well, we don’t need two hostages. They’ll just conspire and try to escape and such. We should probably
kill one.”
“But which one?”
The Suit with the two guns shrugged. “We’ve already interrogated her. She wasn’t much help. But she
might be more cooperative once we’ve killed her friend. And she does know more about the lab. On the other
hand, this gentleman found us somehow. He’s clearly mixed up in all this. And he might not withstand
interrogation so wel—”
He didn’t have a chance to finish because at that moment Carl was hurled into the Suits. Since they’d
been standing almost one behind the other to glare menacingly at their captives, when Carl hit them he
knocked one all the way to the ground and landed on top of him while the other Suit went reeling off toward
the billiard table.
Susan must have cut through the rest of her bonds while the Suits talked. She was certainly a quick
thinker and actor, because she’d already leapt over Carl and planted a boot on the Suit’s neck. Before the
other Suit had finished clipping the edge of the pool table, she’d torn the gun from the probably-dead Suit and
aimed it at the other Suit.
And fired.
And fired.
Then, for good measure, she turned to the Suit that Carl was trying frantically to climb off of, and shot
him in the head.
Then she took a number of very large deep breaths and started shaking and placed the gun with extreme
care on top of the bar like it might explode any second.
Carl had his back against the side of the bar and was staring at what remained of the Suit’s face. Between
being stepped on and shot, there wasn’t much, and the other Suit wasn’t much better. His face was unspoiled,
but his chest bore two red stains that were still spreading.
“I was supposed to rescue you,” he said, stunned.
“Carl, was it?” Susan asked.
“Uh, yeah.”
“Thanks for the rescue. Now we should probably leave in case the cops show up. Do you have a car?”
A car? Yes. But did he really want to go with her after… that?

If Carl goes with Susan, turn to page 267.
If Carl gets as far away from Susan as possible, send “Take my keys and go”. (leave Main Story)
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Better to be prepared than not, really. He was breaking into their house; odds were good he’d run into
the kidnappers. Carl approached the security guards and told them briefly of the plan, then asked for a gun.
They wouldn’t give him one.
He went back to Levenstein and explained that he wanted a gun, and Levenstein ordered one to hand his
piece over. There was a slight awkwardness after that when Carl had to ask the now-unarmed security guard
where the pistol’s safety was so he wouldn’t shoot himself, but after that he was ready to go.
Levenstein walked Carl back over to the elevator, and there handed him his keys.
“You’re not coming with me?” Carl asked. He was glad, really – Levenstein was somewhat old and rarely
shut up and therefore not what you’d want when rescuing someone – but he was surprised. Wasn’t Susan his
protégé or something?
“I need to guard the machine. Just in case you fail.”
“And thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“You have everything you need?”
Carl nodded. He had his plan of attack: go in the back, over the neighbour’s fence, find Susan, use the gun
if there were any problems. Easy. At least until he saw what was actually there.
He stepped onto the huge elevator and, as he was climbing into the van, the floor began to rise. By the
time he was inside and buckled, the floor was once more in the large, abandoned-looking warehouse.
But the storm had stopped. Outside, the day was clear and bright once more. There were patches of
wetness on the ground, but that was all that remained of the hail and the rains.
Was this good for him or bad for him? It meant he’d be able to drive to the hideout faster, but he
wouldn’t have other noises to cover his approach. Eh, nothing to do about it. Might as well start.
Carl put the van in gear and started away. The hideout was in Burnside, across the other side of the city,
probably half an hour away if the traffic lights were with him.
Turned out, they weren’t with anyone. Most of the city’s power was out.
Because most of the city was shattered. Carl had forgotten about that; that the city’s skyscrapers had
begun to fall. Maybe he’d blocked it out. Whatever; he couldn’t block it out now. The city lay like ruins.
Smashed windows. Broken buildings. Silence or screams.
Carl kept away. He couldn’t do anything for those in danger in the city, but he might be able to rescue
Susan. That was what he could do.
There was some kind of commotion at Burnside Village; an emergency shelter or rally point or something.
Carl drove on past. Like the city, that was someone else’s problem. Instead he parked on Portrush Road just
down from the Village and peered over the fenceline to spot the house where Susan was being held captive.
Google served him well. Carl could see the red roof and white walls and, checking that no one was
watching (they weren’t; anyone within sight was too busy helping at the Village to mind him), he jumped the
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fence. That put him in the house that faced Portrush Road, not the side street, so Carl made his way around
the house and paused at the back fence to look at his intended target properly.
The red-and-white house had a shed closest to him, almost against the fence, then a large patch of lawn,
then a decking, and finally the house. Carl couldn’t see anyone around the place, so he hoisted himself over
the fence, pulled the pistol out of his trousers, clicked off the safety, and headed for the decking.
Carl took the steps up to the decking one at a time, still wary of any trap. There didn’t seem to be any, but
how could he know for sure? There was no one lurking just inside – the glass door assured him of that – but it
was hard, very hard, to take it slow and quiet instead of rushing in.
Eventually, he reached the glass door and pulled it open. They hadn’t locked it; good. Carl stepped in,
swept the room with the pistol and, finding nothing, moved on. It was a sort of lounge/TV room, with a billiard
room adjoining it. Carl paused for a moment to listen before moving on.
Which was when he heard the whisper:
“Who’s that?”
It was a woman’s voice. And it was in the next room.
Susan.
Carl, checking constantly all over, walked toward the voice and found Susan tied up behind an old-style
wooden bar. Her hands and ankles had been taped together around the bar’s central support beam; hogtied
on the side. There were marks on her hands and stretchmarks on the tape where she’d tried to pull free, but
without success.
There was no tape on her mouth, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”
“Susan,” he said. Wow. Somehow, she pulled off the rugged-sexy captive look when by all rights she
should have just been red and puffy.
“How do you know my name?”
“I’m…” Oh God. He was going to say it, wasn’t he? It had just come into his head, and now he couldn’t
think of anything else to say. Carl sighed and got it out of the way. “I’m here to rescue you.”
“What?”
“You sent Levenstein an email from the future; he came and found me; I came up with a plan; it was a
whole big thing. But it’s done now and I’m here and I’m rescuing you.”
“How, exactly?”
Actually, fair question. Susan was gaffer taped around the main structural support of the bar. If the
kidnappers were in the house – and Carl thought they were, because Susan was whispering – then they’d
probably hear the tape being ripped off.
Damn. Should have brought the knife.
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Still… the kitchen was the next room over. There were bound to be knives in there he could use, but he
might be found while sneaking around. On the other hand, ripping the tape off would make noise, which might
also draw out Susan’s kidnappers.
Ugh. Maybe he should just shoot them and be done with it.

If Carl tries to find and kill the kidnappers, send “Agent 47”. (kills one, dies)
If Carl tries to pull the tape off silently, send “Imhotep”. (takes longer, but essentially 271)
If Carl tries to fetch a knife from the kitchen to cut Susan’s bonds, turn to page 271.
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And the best way to get answers was to walk right up the driveway to the front door and ring the
doorbell.
Which Carl did.
There was a little porch which Carl occupied as he waited for someone to answer the door. There was a
black sedan in the driveway, but that didn’t necessarily mean anyone was home. Even if they had been, they
may have left to go deal with one of the day’s many calamities.
Or, of course, they could be responsible for them.
The door opened and Carl was now face-to-flyscreen with a silhouette. It looked to be wearing a suit.
“Can I help you?” the silhouette asked. It sounded male.
“Yeah,” Carl said, “I’m just wondering what you did to start that awful storm.”
There was a pause. Was it guilty? Disbelieving? Carl couldn’t tell; he needed to see the man’s face. “I’m
sorry; you think I caused this morning’s storm?”
“Well, the storm appeared from around here, and all the trees are blowing away from this spot, and…”
Carl realised he was explaining himself – and rambling – when he should have been on the offensive. “Yes. I
think you’re responsible. You or someone else in that house.”
“Well we’re not.”
See? Like that. That was how you shut someone down and put them on the back foot.
“You don’t know anything about this morning’s events?”
“No.”
“I’d like to come inside and look around,” Carl said.
“You from the police?” the Suit asked.
“Ah, no.” No point lying; he’d never be convincing without a badge or something. Did Australian police
carry badges?
“Then no, you can’t come in.”
Ah. Right. Well… what else was there to say?

If Carl pushes his way inside, send “Pushy shovey”. (Kevin shoots him)
If Carl leaves, send “Thanks for your time”. (leave Main Story)
If Carl pretends to leave but instead sneaks around the back, turn to page 297.
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No. He couldn’t put his trust in crazy emails from his future self when his actual friend and boss was
trapped beneath a real girder right here.
The future could wait in line.
“Hold on, Ernest,” he said. “I’ll get you out of this.”
Carl grabbed hold of the steel and bent at the knees and lifted for all he was worth.
The girder didn’t move an inch. Not even a centimetre. It was made for keeping up ceilings and floors; one
man wasn’t enough to lift it, or even shift it aside enough for Ernest to get his hand out.
So… that left cutting.
Which meant he had to find something to sever Ernest’s hand with.
The photocopier was his first port of call. He grabbed the paper slicer and yanked the blade off. It
effectively made a foot-long machete, though he wasn’t sure whether the blade would be sharp enough to
sheer through bone.
Well, he couldn’t think of anything better, so it was this or nothing. “Ernest?” Carl said, kneeling beside
him. “This is going to hurt like hell.”
Ernest opened his eyes and spotted the machete in Carl’s hand. For a moment he glared and tried harder
to tug his arm free, but when that failed he nodded. Carl took one last deep breath, then swung down as hard
and fast as he could.
Ernest screamed. Carl looked. His arm was still attached. The machete had reached the bone, and maybe
broken it, but not gone right through. Carl swallowed a mouthful of vomit and hacked again.
More screaming. And still he wasn’t through. Carl was bathing in sweat and ready to drop the machete
and go. But he couldn’t. He couldn’t go. There was no one else left in the building to help him. If he went, he
killed Ernest. That was the pure and simple truth of it.
He had to make it through, no matter how awful.
Maybe he was coming about this all wrong. Hacking had made the bone crack, but would probably
shatter it and that didn’t sound good for Ernest’s continued wellbeing. It might be better to try something else.
With another deep breath – which stank of concrete dust and blood, but no matter – Carl placed the
makeshift machete against Ernest’s arm and started sawing.
Ernest’s screams could probably be heard on the floors below. On the street eight storeys below,
probably. They certainly deafened Carl, but there was no time to stop now. Whether from his previous hacks
or his excellent sawmanship, Carl was through the bone and slicing through the meat on the other side.
Another few strokes and he was all the way through. Ernest didn’t stop screaming. He’d run out of breath
soon, probably, though.
Carl took off his jacket and wrapped it around Ernest’s stump, then used his belt to tie it in place.

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 232

“Grab hold of me,” Carl told Ernest. Ernest was swooning, on the verge of passing out, so Carl pulled his
good arm around his shoulders and stood. Ernest was brought along for the ride, somewhat limp, trying his
best not to stumble over the fallen desks and chairs and, on occasion, people.
Carl stopped when he reached the elevators.
How long did he have until the building collapsed? Enough time to stagger down eight flights of stairs with
Ernest? Or was he better off taking the elevator? They said not to take the elevator in an emergency, but this
was two emergencies: one of collapse and the other of time. Which should he bank on?

If Carl takes the elevator, send “Drag no man behind”. (make it out, just)
If Carl takes the stairs, turn to page 280.
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Yeah, what the hell. How often did he have opportunities like this? After all, when life gives you
kangaroos…
Carl approached cautiously, one foot placed carefully on the bitumen, soundless, before he lifted the
other. Slowly. Carefully. Not threatening to the kangaroo at all.
Not that it cared. It watched him at first, but then went back to nibbling at the grass beside the road. For
something that shouldn’t exist, it was remarkably calm. Why wasn’t it freaked out at… wherever it was as
opposed to… wherever it was supposed to be? Maybe because it looked dumb. Perhaps it didn’t understand
that whoever had brought it here for their nefarious purposes probably hadn’t intended it to nibble at the
ground rather than get out there and attack. Cause devastation and destruction. All of that.
Well, Carl would show it what it was supposed to be doing. He’d give it a push in the right direction…
He stopped a foot away from the kangaroo. It stopped eating and stared at him. And, well, it was big. Its
head was half a metre up from Carl’s and now that he was this close its dumpy tail and dopey face weren’t so
silly. They were a bit… intimidating.
Not that he was backing out now.
Carl pulled his right hand back and paused. He had to be ready for anything the kangaroo might do. Ready
to run if needed or stay and fight if not.
Then he threw his fist forward, into the face of the giant kangaroo.
Its face had a rough texture, not at all soft like fur; more coarse like hair or rope. The whiskers poked
uncomfortably into his fingers like bristles. His fingers themselves didn’t bear the punch well; he’d never been
taught how to punch properly, so he probably ended up hurting himself as much as the kangaroo.
The kangaroo, for its part, looked more shocked than anything. Carl expected it to lift back on its tail – if
the stumpy thing would allow it – and be kicked through next Tuesday.
He was disappointed.
Apparently the kangaroo was a bit of a bitch, because instead of staying and fighting like a… man… it
turned and fled as fast as it could. Carl chased after it for a few steps, but there was little hope of ever catching
the kangaroo unless it wanted him to, and Carl didn’t think it did. It hadn’t seemed particularly hurt by Carl’s
attack, just shocked. It had learned that the creature, which had seemed placid, was in fact dangerous, and it
was staying far from said creature.
Fine. Well, Carl supposed that left him with resuming his quest to find the start of the storm, so he
continued on toward Burnside. He didn’t encounter any more animals to assault, which made the trip
comparatively boring, and arrived at Burnside Village somewhat lost. What now? The destruction of the city –
Carl could see the dull wrecks and halves of buildings – meant that everyone was concentrating on cleanup, no
pinpointing the exact centre of the disturbance.
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Burnside Village had become something of an emergency relief centre. Unsurprising, really. Probably
everywhere that could be used to coordinate help was being used as such. He found someone who didn’t look
too busy and wasn’t bleeding heavily like most of them.
“You here to help?” the man asked, before Carl could open his mouth.
“Uh, no,” Carl said.
This didn’t seem to please the man. “Then go away.”
“No,” Carl said.
The man shook his head and wandered off, moving medical supplies toward a set of trestle tables that
had been set up. Carl followed him. “Do something useful or go away,” the man repeated.
“Did you see where the storm came from?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The storm. They say it appeared and disappeared from one spot. It didn’t sweep in with the weather. Did
you see where it came from?”
The man stopped unpacking bandages. “Now that you mention it, yeah. It started just over there.” He
nodded, his eyes not focussed on Carl or his bandages any more. Given the man’s own bloody arm and torn
sleeve, Carl guessed he hadn’t had time to stop and think about why any of this had happened; he was too
busy dealing with the consequences.
“How far away?” Carl asked.
He shrugged. “Two blocks?”
“Thanks,” Carl said, and wandered in the direction of the man’s pointing. After a few blocks, though, he
encountered another problem: how to work out where the storm had started from? It wasn’t like there’d be a
sign, though that would be nice. Maybe a giant doomsday device sticking out of a house…
Nope. None.
But the streetscape looked odd, somehow. Something to do with the trees. They were the usual urban
assortment, so why did Carl’s eyes keep coming back to them?
They were all… slanty? Yeah, that was it. They were all slanting toward him, like they’d been blown that
way by a gale. And yet, up ahead they slanted away from him.
Oh: wherever the storm had started, the resulting wind had blown the trees out from that point, like an
explosion of air. To find the storm’s former eye, all they had to do was find the point where the slanting trees
met.
Which was just behind him: a single-storey white house.
Now that he’d spotted the trees, Carl couldn’t help but see them. They bent away, in every direction,
from that spot.
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He’d done it. He’d found the point of origin. And, almost as surprising, the place wasn’t crowded with
journalists or nosy neighbours. It was, in fact, abandoned.
Maybe everyone here was hiding. Scared. Maybe he should be too.
Lots of maybes. The only way to get answers would be to go out and try something.

If Carl elects to go straight to the epicentre, ring the doorbell, and ask what happened, send “Kangaroo
Front”. (they deny knowledge/kill him)
If Carl decides to sneak around the house and try to covertly discover what happened, turn to page 276.
If Carl decides to sneak to the back of the house through the neighbours’ yards and try to covertly
discover what happened, send “Kangaroo Back”. (not seen, find Susan)
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Nothing today had been benign, and Carl doubted it was about to change tack now, so he pushed himself
onto his chest and started crawling away from the… whatever it was. The echidnabeast.
Carl glanced back after about ten arm-over-arm manoeuvres. The echidnabeast was still three metres
away, still ambling toward him. Was that good? Probably not. It seemed interested in him, but wasn’t gaining.
But then, it didn’t look like it was trying and while, yes, it wasn’t exactly built for speed it also wasn’t trying yet.
Lots of animals that looked dumpy or awkward could nevertheless run faster than a human.
And Carl couldn’t even manage a walk right now.
Especially since sensation was starting to return to his legs. His broken, blackened, now-bleeding legs that
he was dragging across the parking lot. The legs he’d need to have amputated if he were to survive.
Somehow, he doubted that dragging himself across the car park was what the doctor had ordered. Not
very restful, really.
Not that there was a choice. It was this or be devoured, so Carl slammed an arm in front of himself and
pulled himself along, then the other arm. He tried to avoid bits of broken glass or twigs and stones dislodged
by the storm, but speed was more important than safety right now. If he wasn’t fast, he’d be dead.
Another glance back. The echidnabeast was closer, maybe two metres. And where did Carl think he was
going? He’d hit the gutter soon, and then it was only a small garden to the five-foot high wall. What was he
supposed to do about that? Climb it?
He could go left, he supposed, and make his way to another of the clinic’s doors. Odds were it was locked,
but it was something. And it was a direction to go.
So Carl went.
Not that it mattered, in the end. He made it to the clinic’s side door and pounded on it, but no one
answered and he couldn’t go farther. Just couldn’t. Sweat was already running along underneath him,
lubricating like a snail’s trail. He couldn’t keep going and there was nowhere left to go.
Also, the echidnabeast was less than a metre away. Carl kept still and waited. The beast continued its
strange poking-around routine, then bumped its nose into Carl and Carl felt – and watched – the long snout
work its way up his body. What was it searching for?
It snorted. Constantly. As it sniffed and searched him. And Carl thought of something he could do. He
could fight back.

If Carl lets the echidnabeast sniff him, turn to page 325.
If Carl punches it in the face, send “Boof”. (beast runs off)
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The woman, obviously. No point trusting these gentlemen; they didn’t give off the right sort of vibe. Also
they weren’t Carl’s type.
And he wasn’t about to try to exchange it. These guys looked like they knew their business. They had his
briefcase, so they were at least good enough to catch the woman from the café. That meant that, on balance,
they were probably better at this than him and he’d lose out in any attempt at outsmarting them.
But, since he didn’t trust them and did trust (on balance) the hot lady from the café, he might not need to
outsmart them. He might just need to outrun them.
Carl sprinted for the fire stairs. They were sandwiched between the elevators and the small hallway that
led to the bathroom, and Carl made it to the door within a second. Another second and he had the door pulled
open – it slammed against the wall, he threw it so hard – and he was on his way down the stairs.
Except… with a strange kind of clarity, Carl remembered that all the doors in the building had those
stopping arms at the top that made them impossible to slam shut. You could let the door go and it just glided
silently back to rest closed. That also meant you couldn’t slam them open: they fought your arm all the way.
So what was the bang?
And why was the world turning?
Shit; now he’d missed a step and his ankle rolled and he was falling on the stairs, the heavy briefcase
flying clear of his hand to dent the concrete wall and come to rest slightly before he did in the recess at the
bottom of the first flight of stairs.
Considering the fall, perhaps it was a blessing that Carl couldn’t feel his ankle, but that really worried him.
If he couldn’t feel that, what was the rest of him feeling? Or, not feeling? How much pain was his body not
telling him about?
Up above, the door banged as it slammed again. Except Carl could see it, and the door wasn’t moving.
Something else had made the noise. Had probably made it the first time, too. A sharp crack.
Then the door did open and Carl saw the Suits. Right now Carl couldn’t remember which was one which;
they were somewhat hard to tell apart anyway. They came on together. Carl could hear screaming behind
them, but no one scrambled to get past. Probably because they both had pistols in their hands and were
advancing with that steady, mechanical gait of the hardened killer.
Carl became aware that his stomach was somewhat stickier than he’d left it, and found his hand covered
in blood. That probably explained the first bang, then. And the falling down the stairs.
One of the Suits stepped over Carl and picked up the briefcase. “Thanks, Carl,” he said.
Carl took comfort in the idea that he’d chosen right, at the end, even if he’d chosen too late. Honestly, as
the other Suit pointed his pistol at Carl’s head, it wasn’t that comforting…

The End.
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Hmm… Why not the zoo? Perfect place for it, really. He’d been meaning to go there and see the pandas.
And, if possible, throw something at them. Stupid pandas.
So Carl started the engine of his new car. It purred to life. Carl had always thought that phrase hyperbolic,
or at least unnecessary. But now that he sat in a car worth a damn, he knew what they meant. There was an
expectation there, a readiness in the engine. The car was set to go, eager. Describing it as an animal just made
sense, and a cat leapt to mind. Conjured images of tearing teeth and vicious claws and muscle tensed and
waiting to strike.
Carl thought of these things as he drove the abandoned streets through the hail and rain. The new car’s
windscreen wipers did their best, but they were outmatched by the rain.
By the look of the city, everything was outmatched by the rain…
And Carl had unleashed it. Caused it. Been responsible. However you phrased it, there was no denying
that all of this death and destruction was his fault.
His handiwork?
Now where had that thought come from? Cheeky little thought. Carl sorted it away for future reflection,
kept his eyes on the road ahead, and his reflexes ready in case he saw another accident or a tree branch
blocking the road.
He made it to the zoo mere minutes after the storm ended. It simply rolled away, not gently and quietly
as clouds borne by the wind, but suddenly, like a torrent of water going over a fall. The clouds seemed to be
absorbed by clear blue skies, devoured, no traces left.
Just hail, melting on the bitumen.
Perhaps because of the storm, the zoo was abandoned. Probably anyone who wasn’t essential had fled in
terror or sought shelter. Probably the essential staff had as well. They just felt more guilty about it, thinking
what had become of their poor charges trapped in this end-of-the-world weather.
Carl parked his new car right out the front of the zoo, ensured it was locked (no sense taking chances on a
day like today), and headed through the open gates and into the zoo. Ahead and to his left was the native
animals section, and Carl stopped by there first off. An eager emu, looking somewhat beaten by the storm and
eager for someone – Carl, presumably – to make it feel better, stopped beside Carl and stared up at him.
That seemed like a good place to start. Carl had apparently absorbed pure, undiluted Time. Could he
dispense it too?
Carl extended a hand. The emu tried to bite it, but Carl was too quick for that. He saw the attack coming,
somewhere, somehow. Knew it was about to happen. And moving his hand out of the way was as simple as
not being hit by cars when crossing an empty street.
It was also ridiculously simple to loop his hand around the emu’s darting beak and grab its neck just under
the beak, where it couldn’t bite him.
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From there, Carl wasn’t actual sure what he was supposed to do. Concentrate, presumably. Free his
mind? Probably best not to, just in case he succeeded. Instead, he focussed hard on what he wanted to
happen. The blood. He wanted the blood on the emu’s head to go. Those little dents where it had taken bits of
hail in the face, like a brave little champ. Something should be done for it.
Dammit! Nothing!
Carl released the emu, which pecked at him again. Carl flung a hand dismissively at it. Why had he
bothered? He couldn’t control Time. Couldn’t undo the bird’s (animal’s?) hurt. So he waved it away, out of
sight and out of mind, and the emu squawked in reply.
Wait…
Carl looked back. The emu was gone. In its place was a… well, he guessed it was still a type of emu. But its
beak was now colourful and bigger than its head, and its head was bigger than it had been. The neck was
thicker, too, the legs chunkier, and the wings smaller but more wing-shaped. It stood nearly three metres tall,
which put it on eye level with Carl, who was standing outside the enclosure, whereas the giant emu was down
in a pit.
“Interesting,” Carl said.
The emu stared at him in something like shock, then its head darted all around as it tried to take in its
new body and understand that this was where it lived now. Carl suspected that such a concept was beyond it.
Nonetheless, he’d proved that he could dispense Time, could use it to affect objects. At the moment that
was in large ways, but Carl suspected he’d get the hang of it soon. It was like anything: one step at a time.
Walk before you run. Regurgitate every cliché under the sun.
Carl moved on. He’d made it through the giraffes, meerkats, wombats (that had been interesting), and a
few birds before anyone found him. It was a man in the typical zoo-suit. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
“I like the zoo,” Carl said. “The door was open, but no one was at the booth. Did you want me to pay
you?” No point starting an argument. Not when Carl was quite sure that soon he’d be swimming in money, if
he wanted to be.
“The city… They need all the help they can get!”
“Which is why you’re here?” Carl said.
“The animals need attention too,” zoo-man snapped. “But you’re here… taking in the sights?”
Perhaps a valid point. Carl had managed to undo the last bird’s injuries. Perhaps he should go help the
wounded. Undo some of his damage. At the least, he could try something more challenging than beasts.

If Carl goes to practice on the wounded, send “Wounded”. (save people; become heroic)
If Carl stays at the zoo and builds himself a fearsome pack of beasts, turn to page 282.
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Shit. This was all his fault. He shouldn’t have opened the briefcase again. It hadn’t solved anything, just as
Susan had said it wouldn’t. He should have… he didn’t know… thought of something better. Or never let it
come to this. Certainly he never should have engaged the Suits in conversation.
But there wasn’t anything he could do about the past. Well, not now that he didn’t have the briefcase.
The past was done. This was his present, and he’d have to deal with it.
Susan had become crammed in the bottleneck at the stairwell. Stuck at the back of it, a clear shot for the
Suits. But they’d only have this chance, because once she was on the stairs Carl was sure she’d push her way
through or become lost in the crowd.
So all he had to do to ensure the briefcase – and Susan – were safe… was to distract the Suits long enough
for her to enter the stairwell.
Carl was still running, he’d never stopped, but now he diverted course from toward the doorway to
toward the Suits. The Suits, being too focussed on Susan to really see him, weren’t prepared for him to slap
their guns away, which he did.
Well, he tried. They didn’t drop the weapons as he’d hoped, but were knocked aside when they fired, so
no one shot Susan. Win.
Ah. Now the Suits had noticed him.
Too late to back out now. He’d made his bed. Time to buy Susan every second he could. They’d kill him
regardless, so he might as well make them work for it.
Carl still had Peter’s gun hand in his, but Kevin he’d only knocked off course, so he was already bringing
his gun to bear on Carl’s head. That seemed sub-optimal, so Carl yanked Peter’s arm up, using it to stop Kevin’s
hand, then dropped down so Kevin’s bullet went over his head.
Now he was crouched, though, and it was only a matter of time until one of the Suits kicked him or Kevin
thought to take a step back and shoot again. Or Peter overpowered him.
Best act quick, then.
Carl twisted on the arm he was holding, hard as he could, and heard something snap. A pistol dropped to
the ground beside him, so Carl released the arm and grabbed it.
Kevin, meanwhile, was shouting the name of his injured partner with – it seemed to Carl – something
more than professional concern. Then he was aiming at Carl again.
Carl was faster. The gun was all ready to fire, and did. No safety, no tricks. Carl pulled the trigger and a big
hole appeared in Kevin’s chest. And another. And another.
Then Carl found himself moving sideways, and staring at the floor. Which was coming at him quickl—
Ooph. There it was. Carl hit the ground with his face and felt something step on his arm. He tensed his
muscles, pulled against the force as hard as he could, but couldn’t free his arm.
Then, his arm was free. All on its own. Carl looked over.
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Peter was picking up the pistol – which Carl had forgotten he was holding, and subsequently dropped –
with his left hand. His right arm he held delicately across his chest, but the gun seemed fitting enough in his
left hand. Carl doubted Peter would miss a shot, even with his off hand. Not at this range.
Not when Carl had just killed his partner.
Peter took a moment to stare at Carl. Intently. Very intently indeed. Carl let the moment continue as long
as Peter wanted it; every second that Peter seethed at him with barely-contained anger was another second
that Susan had to escape.
Then Peter aimed the gun. It didn’t waver. That was a shame. Despite the knowledge that Peter wouldn’t
miss, Carl had hoped. But the steadiness of the gun eliminated any of that remaining hope.
He tried to kick the gun out of Peter’s hand, but Peter merely raised his arm, stepped back out of range of
Carl’s legs, and said, “This is for Kevin.”
Carl smiled. Susan had escaped, safe and free. Free to send herself an email saying to trust Carl…
Huh. He guessed he had saved her.
Peter fired.

The End.
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“Do it anyway,” Carl said. “If they can’t see us, they can’t shoot us.”
“True, but then we can’t shoot them,” Susan said.
“Sure we can. We just need a couple of people to aim the flashlights at them. If possible, in their eyes.
That way, they’ll be blind and we’ll be able to shoot or beat them to death at will. And I didn’t mean that to
sound quite so serial-killerish.”
“It’s okay,” Susan said.
Carl nodded a goodbye, then went over to the group of scientists. Of the initial ten, only five had
remained. They held their makeshift clubs in hands that probably hadn’t held a bat since doing softball at
primary school, and didn’t look like they’d been very good at it even then, but they were all Carl had to work
with so he would work with them.
The three security guards were nearby, looking nervous.
“You guys all right?” Carl asked.
“I’m not paid to kill,” one said.
“So go. Just leave the gun.”
Sadly, the man did. The others weren’t quite so cowardly, but they also didn’t look like hardened killers.
Whether they would fire when the time came Carl wasn’t sure. Hopefully they wouldn’t need to.
Carl faced the scientists. “We’re going to cut the power,” he told them. “I need one volunteer to hold
flashlights so our shooters know what to shoot at. I also need another volunteer to join the Shooters. Anyone
have firearms experience?”
No one nodded or leapt forward to become a murderer, but eventually someone raised a hand and
agreed to hold a flashlight. The others huddled together for solidarity. Poor nerds.
The flashlight nerd wandered over to the crates that had been stacked in the centre of the room for the
shooters to hide behind. Carl followed, feeling somehow that he needed to keep in control of everything.
Susan was waiting for him at the crates, a flashlight in her hands.
“What are you doing?” he asked. “I told you and Henry to wait in his office.”
“Yeah, but you’re not my boss,” Susan said. “Two lights are better than one and I’m not going to sit
around doing nothing while they shoot up the place. Deal with it.”
There wasn’t much to say to that. “Er… okay then. Can we cut the power?” he asked the room in general.
In response, all light disappeared. There were no windows or skylights, no emergency lights. Just absolute
dark. It was kinda hard to tell which way was up, really.
Then the flashlights came on and Susan pointed his path back to the stairwell that was now the only point
of entry or exit. Being an electronic or magnetic lock, it was also now unlocked. That would make it a touch
easier for the Suits to get in, but not substantially. They’d broken into the place when all the security was in
place; removing one lock would save them a minute of effort, nothing more.
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Carl squatted to the right of the door and waited for everyone to stop moving. “All right,” he said. “Turn
off the lights. The moment you hear footsteps, turn them back on. Try to blind them. Shooters, your job is to,
shoot them. Beaters, try to break their arms or hit the guns out of their hands. If we get both of them
disarmed, I’ll shout for the power to come back on. Everyone ready?”
There was a dull chorus of yeses, but did everyone respond?
“Anyone not ready?” Carl asked.
Silence this time. Good.
“Okay. Cut the torches.”
And then it was dark again, and time lost all meaning, and Carl was left in the black with his niggling
doubts about why he was doing this. To impress a girl? Because it was the Right Thing? Probably not the latter.
He’d gone his whole life without any deep ideological pulling. Why start now? Sure, the stakes were somewhat
higher: some mad scientist with a mega corporation behind him had created a machine that could fracture
time. But was that enough to make it his personal problem?
After a time – impossible to tell how much, difficult not to fall asleep – there came the sound of footsteps
coming closer, then pausing just outside and waiting. Had he imagined it? Was there nothing there?
Best to check, probably…
“Lights!” he shouted.
The flashlights lit the doorway with what was probably dull light, but after the complete blackness it was
more than bright enough.
Someone was poking his head through the gap in the door. Someone with neat hair and a bland face atop
a suit.
Then he was gone, back up the stairs.
Shit! They’d seen the trap coming. Probably the dark of the stairwell had tipped them off. They’d come to
investigate, but they weren’t attacking into so obvious a trap.
What to do? Stay here? Would the Suits just wait upstairs for them, lay siege? Or would they come back
with flashlights? Or grenades? Not much they’d be able to do against that. Carl was confident that whatever
was going to happen would happen today; they wouldn’t risk the briefcase or Henry’s machine being taken
away, or reinforcements arriving. It had to be now. But what was “it”?
Could they follow the Suits out there? Take the fight to them?
“Henry Levenstein!” a voice called from the stairwell.
“What do you want?” Carl shouted back.
“The machine or that briefcase. We’re not fussy. And we’d rather not have to kill anyone for it.”
That seemed like a good start. This parlay was going very well.
“Never!” Henry yelled from his office.
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“Henry, we should think about this!” Carl yelled. “Just one briefcase.”
“Carl, do you have any idea what they could do with just one briefcase?”
“Ah. That must be Mister Wickam,” the Suit said.
Should be bluff them? Probably best not to. “How do you know who I am?”
“Because you bumped into us at the café, Carl, and you paid with your credit card, and we’re good at
finding out about things. Listen, Carl, we know this isn’t really your concern, so why don’t you act as mediator
for us?”
These guys sounded far too reasonable. What were they secretly planning?
“I’m listening.”
“All we want is that case. How about we make a gentleman’s agreement?”
A pause. “I’m still listening,” Carl said.
“We’ll leave here, right now. We’ll meet you at your office at seven-thirty this evening. You come along
and bring that briefcase, give it to us, and no one gets hurt. You’ll never see us again. No one down there is
harmed. Levenstein can go back to his insane experiments. Everybody’s happy.”
“Really?”
“Not as happy as either side could be,” the Suit admitted. “We’d rather control that machine, and
Levenstein would rather we didn’t have that briefcase, but that’s compromise for you. We both end up happy
enough. What do you say?”
“And if I don’t?”
“Then people will die, Carl,” the Suit said. “Some people down there will die. And we’ll be waiting for you,
at your office, at your house, dogging your footsteps until you’re dead.”

If Carl agrees, turn to page 284.
If Carl doesn’t agree, turn to page 287.
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Better not take the gun, really. He’d just try to use it and end up shot. He was breaking into their house to
rescue Susan, not kill them. His best hope was to smoothtalk his way inside. Probably. Although, they weren’t
likely to let him in, if they were keeping Susan there. And even if he made it inside, what was he supposed to
do? Ask them to turn their backs while he cut their hostage free?
Meh. He’d made his choice. He’d just have to make the best of it. He found a retractable Stanley knife on
one of the crates and slipped it into his pocket.
“Have everything you need?” Levenstein asked.
“I think so,” Carl said.
Levenstein walked Carl back over to the elevator, and there handed him his keys.
“You’re not coming with me?” Carl asked. He was glad, really – Levenstein was somewhat old and rarely
shut up and therefore not what you’d want when rescuing someone – but he was surprised. Wasn’t Susan his
protégé or something?
“I need to guard the machine. Just in case you fail.”
“And thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“You have everything you need?”
Carl nodded. He had his plan of attack: walk right up the front, be direct, find Susan, use the knife to free
her. Easy.
Well, no, actually, but still…
He stepped onto the huge elevator and, as he was climbing into the van, the floor began to rise. By the
time he was inside and buckled, the floor was once more in the large, abandoned-looking warehouse.
But the storm had stopped. Outside, the day was clear and bright once more. There were patches of
wetness on the ground, but that was all that remained of the hail and the rains.
Good. He’d be able to drive to the hideout faster. Carl put the van in gear and started away. The hideout
was in Burnside, across the other side of the city, probably half an hour away if the traffic lights were with him.
Turned out, they weren’t with anyone. Most of the city’s power was out.
Because most of the city was shattered. Carl had forgotten about that; that the city’s skyscrapers had
begun to fall. Maybe he’d blocked it out. Whatever; he couldn’t block it out now. The city lay like ruins.
Smashed windows. Broken buildings. Silence or screams.
Carl kept away. He couldn’t do anything for those in danger in the city, but he might be able to rescue
Susan. That was what he could do.
There was some kind of commotion at Burnside Village; an emergency shelter or rally point or something.
Carl drove on past. Like the city, that was someone else’s problem. Instead he parked on the same street as
the kidnappers’ house, but a few houses down, checked he still had the knife, and jumped out of the van.
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He approached the house and peeked over the fence for a moment to check that Google hadn’t betrayed
him. It hadn’t. The house was a white one-storey affair with a red roof and a carport running along its side to a
gate. In the carport was a single shiny black sedan. There didn’t appear to be anyone moving around in the
house, but then every window had old-fashioned lace curtains. Odds were that anyone inside would be able to
see out, but Carl would never see in.
Then, since there was nothing else to do but start, Carl walked confidently down the driveway and onto
the little porch, where he pressed the doorbell. He’d have knocked confidently, but there was a locked
flyscreen door in the way.
After a few seconds, the wooden door opened, but Carl couldn’t see who was there through the
flyscreen. “Can I help you?” the man asked.
“I’m here for Susan,” Carl said. Simple and direct. Ball was in the kidnapper’s court now.
“Who?”
“Susan, uh…” Carl realised he didn’t know her last name. “You kidnapped her this morning. I want her
back.”
There was another minute pause. “Look, I don’t know what you’ve been told, but we haven’t kidnapped
anyone. We’ve been here, hiding out from the storm.”
“You won’t mind my coming in to look around then?” Carl asked.
“I… Sure, whatever man. Come on in.”
And Carl heard the key turn in the lock, and the flyscreen door was swinging open. It had worked! He was
in!
Oh, shit, gun.
Pointed at his head, held in steady hands by a man in a suit who looked like he knew exactly how to use it.
“Come in, friend. And don’t make any sudden movements.”
Carl did. Another suited man appeared from the lounge room to the right and patted Carl down
thoroughly. He found the knife in Carl’s pocket and took it away. After that, Carl was directed to walk. He went
through the entranceway, through the kitchen, and into a billiard room with a bar at the far end. Behind this
bar, taped down hand and foot, was the woman from the café.
“This man came to rescue you,” the Suit said. “You know him?”
Susan shook her head, then frowned. “Wait, are you the guy from the café?”
“Ah, heroes,” the other Suit said. “What shall we do with them?”
“Well, we don’t need two hostages. They’ll just conspire and try to escape and such. We should probably
kill one.”
“But which one?”
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The Suit with the gun shrugged. “We’ve already interrogated her. She wasn’t much help. But she might be
more cooperative once we’ve killed her friend. And she does know more about the lab. On the other hand, this
gentleman knew that we had Susan. He’s clearly mixed up in all this. And he might not withstand interrogation
so well.”
“So then…” The other Suit smiled. “Captive’s choice.”

If Carl tells the Suits to shoot him, turn to page 289.
If Carl tells the Suits to shoot Susan, send “Screw the mission”. (Susan shot; Carl gives up info)
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Ah, hell, Carl could survive a yelling, but he might not survive on his own with this case. Better to make it
someone else’s problem as soon as possible.
He approached the police blockade and was told he had to stay back, sir, this was a crime scene. Carl told
them that he’d seen the crime. Been an eyewitness. That seemed to require no justification, for the cop didn’t
ask where he’d been or why he hadn’t come forward yet, he just signalled another officer, who escorted Carl
into one of the police cars and drove him to the nearest station.
After that, he was put in a small interview room and left alone for a minute before two policemen
entered. “I’m Detective Tobias,” the elder said. “This is Constable Renard. We understand you have some
connection with the shooting at the Move It, Buster! building this morning?”
“I… uh…” Actually, where to begin? Carl wasn’t sure he could identify the Suits, and how to explain where
he knew them from?
“Just start at the beginning.”
“Right,” Carl said. “I was having breakfast this morning at a little café around the corner from the office
when a woman burst in. She said there were men chasing her, and that I had to make sure they didn’t get her
briefcase. Then she stole my briefcase and left me hers and ran off. A second later, these two men in suits
entered the café and chased her away.”
Tobias was making notes. “Go on.”
“So, I went to work, took her briefcase with me and thought she’d contact me once… whatever was
happening was finished. But instead, the two men from the café turned up at my work. They must have caught
her, and found that she had my briefcase and they’d come to get hers back. I remembered what they said,
about not letting them have the briefcase, so I tried to sneak away, but my boss pointed me out to them. I
think he thought it was some kind of game. They shot him. Right there, in the middle of the office, with
everyone watching.”
“Then what?”
“I ran for it. Hid out for a while. Then I came and found you.”
“So, if I’m understanding this correctly,” Tobias said, “that briefcase you’re carrying is, in fact, this
woman’s?”
“That’s right. She told me not to open it.”
“So you don’t know what’s inside?”
“No,” Carl said.
“Okay. So there may be a count of kidnapping as well as murder? That’s pretty serious.” After a glance at
Renard, Tobias said, “We’ll come back for some of the details in a minute. Did you want a coffee or
something?”
“Uh… sure.” Why not? He’d forgone it this morning at the café, and look how that had turned out.
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“Okay,” Tobias said soothingly. Why were they acting soothingly at him? Did they think he was crazy?
Probably.
Renard reached across and took the briefcase from beside Carl’s chair. Carl let him. He didn’t know if the
police were the proper authorities, but surely the woman at the café couldn’t object to his handing the case
over to them. Better them than him, surely.
They left him and Carl wiped his forehead and tried to think what it must be like from their point of view.
A guy comes from the wrong direction saying he’s an eyewitness, gives them no descriptions – of the Suits
because he couldn’t remember any distinguishing features and of Susan because he didn’t want to sound like a
creepy stalker – and adds to the total count of crimes with no evidence at all.
Renard burst back in, the door slamming against the wall. “What the fuck was in that case?” he shouted.
“Wha… Wh… Huh…” Carl managed.
“What was in it?”
“I don’t know!” Carl shouted back. “She told me not to open it.”
“She! This mystery woman?”
There was an awful lot of shouting going on. “What happened?”
“Tobias fucking disappeared, that’s what happened!” Renard shouted. “Where did he go?”
“I don’t know! I didn’t open it.”
“How could he just disappear?”
“I don’t know!” This was exactly what he’d been afraid of: questions he couldn’t answer. Of course, he
hadn’t expected that the briefcase was some kind of teleportation device. That made answering very difficult.
“You’re going to stay right there.”
Honestly, that was so obvious that it hardly needed saying. This was a police station, and this was an
interview room. If Renard closed the door, Carl would be stuck in here.
On the other hand, why the hell should he?
“Why?” Carl asked. “You think I kidnapped your buddy while I was trapped in this little room?”
“I think you’re mixed up in all this.”
“All what?” Carl asked. “Everyone at the office knows me. If I killed Ernest, you’d have twenty witnesses
saying I did it, not giving you vague descriptions of two men in suits. Do I look like two men to you?
Additionally, I came back to the scene. Indicates that I wanted to help. And I told you I’d been told not to open
the briefcase. It’s not my fault you’re too stupid to follow orders.”
Renard punched him in the face. He might have deserved it, but still… police brutality.
“Is it true that they videotape these interviews?” Carl asked, nodding at a small black semisphere in the
corner of the ceiling.
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Renard’s face fell. He probably still thought Carl was guilty, was probably more sure of it, really, given
Carl’s new attitude, but Carl was sick of knowing nothing and everyone taking advantage of or blaming him for
everything. He’d lashed out at Renard, who now had been caught on tape punching a witness in the face.
“Now,” Carl said, spitting some blood onto the desk, “I would like to go home. If I see the gentlemen in
the suits, I’ll be sure to send them your way. This is your problem now.”
“Whass?” someone said from the doorway. It was Tobias. He had his gun out and his hands were shaking.
Carl hoped he was a calmer sort than Renard, or he was likely to be shot now.
“How was…” Tobias tried.
“Tobias!” Renard said. He hurried over and took the gun away. Good. Oh, wait, now Renard had a gun.
Was that an improvement? “Where did you go?”
“Uh… the past?”
Renard stared at his partner. “The… past?”
“There was a… jungly-thing. And then there were horses and carts everywhere, and then the twenties.
And now I’m… Is this two-thousand-and-eleven?”
“Yes, Tobias,” Renard said.
“How can I know for sure?”
“I’m here,” Carl said.
“You!” Tobias seemed to be warming up for a shouting.
“Don’t bother,” Carl said. “I don’t know anything about the briefcase. You probably shouldn’t have
opened it, though.”
“Get out here!” someone shouted from the corridor. The two cops ran out, but slammed the door in
Carl’s face. He guessed he’d stay here, then. Amuse himself with… oh. Nothing.
Still, there was the ticking of the clock to keep him occupied.
About ten-thousand ticks later (or three hours, whichever was the longer), the door opened again.
“Wha…” said the police officer. Carl didn’t recognise him, but it had been so long since he’d seen Renard and
Tobias that maybe he’d forgotten what they looked like.
“Who are you?” the cop asked.
“I’m Carl Wickam. I volunteered to help the police with a murder investigation. Then they ran off and left
me here,” he said. “What’s going on?”
“Uh…” The cop glanced at someone beside him, then waved Carl out of the room. The cop pushed a man
in wild west attire into the interview room and shut the door. “They hadn’t… The room wasn’t supposed to be
in use.”
“So what’s going on?” Carl asked again. Why couldn’t people answer him straight today?
“Come on.” Carl followed the cop to the foyer and then stopped.
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The glass front was smashed. Beyond it, so was the city. Carl stepped on the broken glass and wandered
out onto the street. Cars had been pelted and were dented and abandoned. The city’s streets lacked any usual
activity: they were frantic with rescue efforts, stained with blood, and blocked…
By skyscrapers.
What had once towered above Adelaide’s modest skyline had fallen in whatever storm Carl had missed,
isolated and insulated deep in the bowels of the police station. Any building above ten storeys was lucky to be
standing. The Move It, Buster! building was not lucky. Neither was the Westpac building or the
Commonwealth.
All around, the atmosphere was dank and beaten down. Carl would have expected fire and smoke, but
there seemed to be none.
There was, however, what looked like a giant wombat with a big nose. “What’s that?” Carl asked.
“A diprotodon,” the cop said. “And no, we don’t know where they came from. They turned up right after
the storm.”
“What storm?” Carl asked.
“There was… I don’t even know what it was. But it beat the shit out of the city. Then it disappeared, and
these creatures turned up. Then, about an hour ago, people did too.”
“People turned up?” Carl asked. “Is that odd?”
“People like that man in there,” the cop said. “Says he’s from eighteen-thirty-eight.”
“That’s an offense, is it?”
“He attacked a young woman. We think he was hysterical. None of these people know how they got here.
They just… turned up.”
Carl looked around at the… everything. “I missed something big and dramatic here, didn’t I?”
“Just be glad you’re still alive. The death toll is at twelve thousand so far. They still don’t have final
numbers.”
Put like that, Carl was glad. Ernest had been killed in front of his eyes. Now most of the rest of the city had
been too, it seemed. But the universe was compensating by bringing in people from other times. That was
nice.

If Carl goes home, send “Well, I’ll be off”. (goes home; hear about what happened to city)
If Carl helps the rescue effort, send “Well, I’d better help”. (help out with rescue)
If Carl tries to find Renard and Tobias, turn to page 306.
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“Oh,” the doctor added, “but if we wait, odds are we’ll have to lop the arm off.”
Carl was quite attached to his arm, so to speak. “I’ll make my own way, thanks.”
They’d locked the doors, of course, to keep out the vicious… wombat. Carl pushed his way through the
crowd in the waiting room and told them to unlock the door or he’d smash the glass. Someone appeared with
keys and they let him out, then went back to being terrified and useless.
Edwina, on the other hand, was very useful. She’d been nosing around the ground without any particular
direction. Well, Carl would give her direction again. Except…
Except he needed help quickly, and Edwina’s rambling gait wasn’t the quickest way to a hospital. The
nearest he could think of was the Burnside War Memorial Hospital, about a five-minute drive away, which
would be half an hour on Edwina. At least.
He probably didn’t have that long. He was already swaying. Not to mention that he had no way of
climbing on top of Edwina out here. Probably for the best that he—
No. Screw “for the best”. He’d had a hell of a day, and he was going to ride his giant wombat mount to
safety, even if it killed him!
Carl sized up the angle, practiced in his head a couple of times, then ran at Edwina and leapt. He landed
on his stomach on the seat he’d glued to her back, his right arm ahead of him Superman-style so it wouldn’t be
slammed into the creature’s side. There was still a flash of pain, of course, but not so much that Carl passed
out. When the searing heat had spread from his arm to his whole being, he pulled himself onto the seat with
his left hand, then grabbed hold of the reins and negotiated Edwina so she was pointing in the correct
direction.
She was, however, still going slowly. Was there anything he could do about that? Going faster increased
his chance of falling off, but going slower increased his chance of losing consciousness before he reached his
destination…

If Carl spurs Edwina as fast as he can, turn to page 295.
If Carl lets Edwina dawdle there, send “Stroll”. (doesn’t make it in time)
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Better to be prepared than not, really. He was marching up to their front door, after all. This way, he
could shoot them as soon as they answered the door. They’d never see him coming. Carl approached the
security guards and told them briefly of the plan, then asked for a gun.
They wouldn’t give him one.
He went back to Levenstein and explained that he wanted a gun, and Levenstein ordered one to hand his
piece over. There was a slight awkwardness after that when Carl had to ask the now-unarmed security guard
where the pistol’s safety was so he wouldn’t shoot himself, but after that he was ready to go.
Levenstein walked Carl back over to the elevator, and there handed him his keys.
“You’re not coming with me?” Carl asked. He was glad, really – Levenstein was somewhat old and rarely
shut up and therefore not what you’d want when rescuing someone – but he was surprised. Wasn’t Susan his
protégé or something?
“I need to guard the machine. Just in case you fail.”
“And thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“You have everything you need?”
Carl nodded. He had his plan of attack: go to the front door, ring the doorbell, shoot whoever answered it,
then find and rescue Susan. Easy. At least until he saw what was actually there.
He stepped onto the huge elevator and, as he was climbing into the van, the floor began to rise. By the
time he was inside and buckled, the floor was once more in the large, abandoned-looking warehouse. He
drove steadily eastward until he came to Burnside Village, looped the block, and parked a few houses down
from where Susan was being held kidnap. Held hostage. Whatever.
Carl checked that he still had the pistol – he did – and jumped out of the van and approached the house.
After a quick peek over the fence to ensure Google hadn’t betrayed him (it hadn’t), he started along the
driveway that hugged the fence and stopped on the porch before the front door.
There was a flyscreen door in the way, which someone had locked, which would make shooting through it
harder but not impossible. There didn’t appear to be anyone moving around in the house, but then every
window had old-fashioned lace curtains. Odds were that anyone inside would be able to see out, but Carl
would never see in.
Then, since there was nothing else to do but start, Carl pressed the doorbell. After a few seconds, the
wooden door opened, but Carl couldn’t see who was there through the flyscreen, only a reflection of a
silhouette in the mirror at the end of the hall. It was enough for him to be sure that the figure was male,
though, and therefore not Susan.
“Can I help you?” the man asked.
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Carl aimed the pistol and pulled the trigger a couple of times. The booms were caught in the little porch
and came back louder, but the bullets passed through the flyscreen without apparent resistance and there was
a fading gurgling which made Carl think he’d found his mark.
One kidnapper down.
Now where was the other one?
Carl became very aware that there was a window right beside him, so he ducked down so he wouldn’t be
shot. He tried the flyscreen’s doorhandle again, but it was still locked. Well, it would be, wouldn’t it? He
considered shooting the lock, but decided to keep the gunfire to a minimum.
Instead, he ran around the side of the house, past the black sedan in the driveway, and through a green
metal fence. He followed the path to the back of the house, sweeping around wildly with the gun and
expecting to hear a shot and keel over at any second. Today was that sort of day. Either that or hear a police
siren as one of the neighbours called in the shots.
Neither came, and he ascended the back decking and slid open the glass door without seeing another
person. Then he was inside, in a TV room. Next door was a billiard table and a bar and—
“Who’s that?” a woman said, quite loudly. Shouldn’t she be keeping her voice down? The other Suit
would hear her!
Carl raced around the bar and found Susan tied up there. Well, taped up. The Suits had bound her, hand
and foot, around the central support of the old wooden bar. Her attempts to rub the tape against the wood
and free herself had done nothing but slightly stretch the tape and bruise her hands.
“Quiet,” he said.
“Why? Didn’t you kill him?” she asked. Somehow, she managed to pull off that sexy-captive look. That
wasn’t right. How could she be abducted and still look stunning?
“Yeah, but there’s another one.”
“Not here there’s not. Now put down the gun and free me.”
Carl placed the gun on top of the bar and started unwinding the tape. It was made more difficult by
Susan’s earlier attempts at freeing herself, but eventually he had the gaffer tape off her hands and she quickly
had her legs free.
“Is the briefcase safe?” she asked.
Carl nodded. “It’s with Levenstein.”
She blinked. “You know Henry? And how’d you know where to find me?”
“You sent him an email from the future,” Carl said. When she looked shocked, he added, “I sent myself
one too. Everyone’s doing it these days.”
“The latest craze,” she admitted, but she still sounded a bit dazed. “Come on.” She grabbed the gun and
walked briskly through the house.
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“I’m Carl, by the way.”
“Susan.” She found a set of car keys in the all-wood kitchen, said, “Let’s go,” and continued her rushed
tour of the house through a small hallway and into the entrance hall.
Where the Suit lay dead.
In a circle of blood soaked into the carpet.
Susan stepped around him, stopping only to pull his gun out of his belt. Carl froze.
“Come on,” Susan said.
“I can’t.” And he couldn’t. How could he? How could he walk blithely past the man he’d killed? He was a
murderer. He’d done it to save Susan, and he’d succeeded, but still…
“Fine, stay here,” Susan said. “Save the police an investigation.”
Oh shit, the police. Carl had forgotten that his gunshots probably wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. It was
lucky that the cops weren’t here already.

If Carl stays in the house to confess to the murder, send “Guilty”. (arrested)
If Carl sucks it up and leaves with Susan, turn to page 291.
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“Sure, I’ll help you guard your… what is that exactly?” Carl pointed at the machine occupying most of the
subterranean lab. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high and connected
every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. Henry led Carl toward the
closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about a metre a side had been placed on the edge of
the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase exactly like the one Susan was ferrying off to one of the offices.
“This machine created that briefcase,” Henry said. “It’s a separator. We were trying to find a way to
create indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear down.
We succeeded… sort of.”
“And that briefcase is indestructible?”
“Well yes, but we’re not so concerned with that,” Henry said. “You see, the thing is, objects exist in time
and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind you… separated it from
its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. “What
does that mean?”
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. If you want something to be completely
indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we
didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It
has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked. Actually, that wasn’t so ridiculous;
he’d travelled in time himself this morning. He’d assumed it was déjà vu. Apparently not.
“No!” Henry said. “No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from
space. We’ve never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Henry hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any object
placed in that cube.” Henry motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant machine. Carl
looked at the briefcase in it.
“Is that what you’re doing now?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what you did to that other briefcase?”
“Yes.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl asked.
“Inside that briefcase was all of its potential time,” Henry corrected. “You let some of it out.”
“And now those men are coming back here…” Great. Just what he needed.
“Yes. They want that machine. We can’t let them have it.”
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“Can we destroy the machine and then go?”
Okay… wrong thing to say. Now Henry was giving him angry looks. Still, they were talking about their lives.
Was a machine really worth more than that?
To these people, probably.
“And calling the police is out?” Carl asked.
“It is. This machine isn’t illegal, but only because no one thought it possible.”
Yeah, that would be too easy a solution. Wait, the machine! “We could use the briefcase,” Carl said. “If we
wait for the attack to start and then open the briefcase a crack, we’d know where they’re going to strike and
could wipe them out!”
Henry didn’t seem as excited by that idea as Carl was. “But we risk random Time overflow.”
“We risk it a bit,” Carl conceded. “But we don’t die, which I think is an important point.”
“Carl, I have spent a long time trying to determine the dangers associated with even a small packet of
Time particles. Do you think I would refrain from using them just to annoy you, or perhaps do you suppose I
have a very good reason to want to keep that case closed?”
Fair point.
“Okay then,” Carl said. “What happened the last time they attacked?”
“They came down the elevator, broke Penelope’s arm, and threatened to shoot anyone who moved.
Susan grabbed the briefcase out of the machine and legged it up the emergency exit. They chased after her. I
think that was about when you came in.”
“And you haven’t improved security since then? Changed the access codes or whatever?”
“I doubt they used access codes, Carl.”
“And you’ve improved security since then?”
“We had some security men transferred from other offices.” Henry waved his hand at the sporadic blackclad security guards. There were three of them, each with a pistol. That might be enough… it all depended how
often those guards used their guns and how willing they were to pull the trigger.
From the look of them, not very.
Okay, so… they had three guards with pistols (who may or may not use them), a bunch of heavy tools for
use on the machine (only good for close-in combat), and no ability to retreat.
Susan returned, not holding a briefcase.
“Can we send for more security guards?” Carl asked. “Also, why are you all looking to me to solve this
problem?”
“We’re not,” Susan said. “You just haven’t stopped talking long enough for us to get a word in.”
Ah. Carl shut up.
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“They know about both entrances, so we can’t assume they’ll come in via the elevator again. They could
just as easily break in via the stairs. So we’ll have to guard both at once.”
“With what army, Susan?” Henry asked like a doting old uncle. “We have three guns, and I’m not positive
that those security guards are prepared to kill.”
“Well I am,” she said. “I’ve worked on this for years, Henry. So have you. We can’t just walk away. We
can’t let them have it. And I’m sure Carl here is with us too.”
Carl had been distracted watching her face. Nice face, really. Very smooth-skinned and blonde, a touch
freckly. But now it seemed someone wanted his input. “Yes,” he said. What had he just agreed to?
That seemed to satisfy her. “There you are, then. Assemble the workers.”
“We’d better stop the machine, then,” Henry said, and wandered off to order the time-stripping machine
shut down and have all the whitecoats stand in front of Susan.
“They’re coming back,” she said without preamble. “I need all of you to shut down your stations and
evacuate. Henry, Carl, and I will stay behind to… will stay behind.”
That seemed to be the end of the speech, because Susan nodded them toward the door and the
whitecoats hurried back to their stations to finish off whatever they had to. One removed the duplicate
briefcase from the machine and put it in the office where Susan had put hers, or Carl’s, or… the first one.
“Any thoughts, Carl?” Susan asked.
“I don’t know how to fire a gun,” he said.
“I’ll give you a demo course.” Susan left to order the three security guards to hand over their weapons.
They did, probably more afraid of what she’d do to them if they denied her than they were of the reprimand
they’d receive for giving away their guns. Susan returned and took Henry and Carl through gun-firing 101. It
wasn’t hard, really. Since they didn’t have any more magazines, once the guns were empty they were useless
so the only real lesson was where the pistol’s safety catch was.
Carl practiced his aim on imaginary targets, or spinning to face objects in the room. He wasn’t too bad,
but he wasn’t sure if he’d feel different when he was staring at another human being.
He just had to remember that these guys were coming here to kill and steal and harm Susan.
The last of the whitecoats disappeared up the stairs and Carl had a thought. “Can we lock the elevator
down here?”
“Not without cutting power to the whole facility,” Henry said.
“Which would make shooting anyone considerably harder,” Susan added. “What do you want to guard?”

If Carl guards the elevator, send “Like last time”. (shot from behind by Peter)
If Carl guards the stairs, turn to page 292.
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“Given that option,” Carl said, “I think I’ll take my chances going somewhere else. Somewhere they’re not
so amputation-happy.” Carl left the doctor’s office and found Tony and Jane waiting, worried. “We need to
reach another hospital,” he said. No point telling them about the other option. He wasn’t losing his arm.
“Nearest one is Burnside War Memorial, about a five-minute drive away.”
“We don’t have a car,” Tony said.
“Didn’t you drive to work?”
Tony shook his head. “My keys are back in the shoe store.”
Well, that was out.
“I guess we walk then,” Carl said. “Unless either of you know how to hotwire a car.”
After a shaking of heads, they pushed their way through the crowd and emerged outside. The kiwi-sheepechidna-beast was still poking around, but seemed about as interested in them as before. Carl stumbled past
it, his concentration on not falling over or passing out. Maybe he should have tried to get a wheelchair or
stretcher from the clinic. Not that they wouldn’t have given it to him anyway. Too many other dying people.
If he was going to survive this, he would have to take himself to safety.
Which was a problem, because there was two of everything. No, back to just the one. Ah. Nice. Good.
Carl started the long trek. It would probably take him twenty minutes or so, with Tony and Jane following
behind him, more interested in subtly flirting with each other than helping him reach safety. After all, they
weren’t about to die.
So they went. Carl gripped the occasional post or pillar for support, but for the most part he walked under
his own power. Well, for the first five minutes. The next five minutes he had support from Tony because he
kept stumbling over jutting rocks or fallen debris.
The traffic was becoming steadier, though was still far from heavy. Most people were either terrified and
staying indoor for fear of another storm – or another pack of vicious megafauna – and the few who were out
were typically racing toward or away from town, their cars laden with goods or people. Rescue effort.
And Carl was stuck with his makeshift medic and the woman who clutched the radio like it was her
salvation. The radio bleated at them about staying away from the city if possible and gave additional details on
the animals had been spotted. Someone had finally worked out that they weren’t dangerous unless provoked,
and the current line was to leave them alone if possible. They’d been positively identified now, though
everyone was still unsure where they’d come from or how. After all, they’d been extinct for more than fortythousand years. Why make a comeback today?
No one knew, and Carl didn’t care. The creatures didn’t have any real bearing on him now. They weren’t a
threat and weren’t likely to kill him. His arm, on the other hand (ha ha) was. Double images were now the rule
instead of the exception, and someone had shaken up his internal gyroscope so that “down” wobbled around
constantly as he walked. Tony kept him from falling, so far, but he was throwing those worried glances to Jane
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the longer they walked. Carl suspected he was trying to be subtle, and hadn’t actually realised that Carl knew
exactly what he was doing. He just couldn’t do anything about it.
“Should we stop for a minute?” Tony suggested. “Let you catch your breath.”
“I’m not going to catch my breath,” Carl said. “And if we don’t get a move on they’ll cut off my arm.”
He trudged on another step, then the sky felt like the ground and he went sideways to compensate, to
restore “up” and “down” to their rightful places.
Carl felt himself swing around as Tony tried to hold on to him. Ultimately, though, Tony wasn’t ready to
bear all of Carl’s weight, and Carl spun most of the way around before hitting the ground with his right
shoulder and flopping onto his back.
The pain from his arm was intense, especially when it hit the ground. New flares of searing pain flashed
along his arm and it felt like something burst there. Like a giant pimple: tightness, then stabbing pain, then the
feeling of hot blood.
Carl saw three Tonies and three Janes waver above him, and then everything went dark.

The End.
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To hell with it; he was opening the briefcase. Yes, she’d said not to, but what else was he supposed to do?
He’d tried playing it her way, tried to be good and do as he was told, and all that had happened was those men
had tracked him to his office. If he hadn’t given such a shitty presentation, they probably would have captured
him by now. At least then he’d know what they wanted and what this was all about.
Well, he was going to find out now. Take the bull by the horns and throw in some assorted clichés and just
do it. Carl paused when he reached King William Street and brought the briefcase up to his face. A final
examination confirmed that there was no name or identifying marks anywhere on it, so Carl undid the latches
and threw the case wide open.
Golden light bathed him from some unseen source. Carl squinted as he tried to see what was giving off
the glow, but the more he looked the brighter it became. Light spilled and pooled and exploded like mist and
sunbeams and fire.
Carl closed his eyes.
The noises of the street died away, and after a few seconds Carl opened his eyes and… and…
He was in a jungle. A forest. Something. Lush, green, planty.
Strange. He was sure he’d just been in a city. There had been cars, traffic lights, buildings; all the usual
indications. Now there was just him standing in what was presumably a rainforest.
Carl wiped his face, then pinched his arm. Yep. He could feel it. Either this was a very real dream, he had
just lost his mind, or he’d just teleported somewhere. But where?
Seemed like the woman had been trying to protect him. How about that…
Still didn’t answer what had happened to him. He wandered a step or two to peer into the foliage, but
there seemed to be no distinguishing landmarks in sight.
The briefcase had fallen from his hand at some point. Carl picked it up, hoping that another bout of
golden light would take him back home, but there was no more light to be had. The briefcase was open and
empty.
There was no name inside it, either.
Carl put it back down, then considered what to do next. He could… he didn’t know… wander around. See
if there was civilisation somewhere, but he wouldn’t know which direction to look first. And what if there was
some way back? Wouldn’t it be better to stay h—
Oop. That golden light was bac—
When the headache had passed, Carl opened his eyes and sagged to his knees. What the hell was going
on? And where was he now?
The forest was gone. The city was back. Should that be comforting? That it disappeared and reappeared
constantly? Or was that just worrying?
Also, it wasn’t the right city. It was a foreign city, full of old buildings and people in rustic clothes.
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No, wait… Not foreign. The signs on the buildings were in English. If anything, it looked like he’d been
transported to the Old West: the buildings were all ramshackle shacks; the people were dressed in hardy
farming-type clothes; there were no cars, only horses and carts.
Carl got off his knees. So… odds were that he hadn’t been teleported to a wild western show. More likely
he was, what? Travelling through time? Was that really the sensible option now?
Oh well. If that was the best he could come up with, that would have to do.
Carl pulled out his mobile and started snapping photos of the buildings, not that he’d have anyone to
show them to once – or if – he arrived back in his own time. Showing them to anyone would lead to doctors
and psych tests and white jackets that he couldn’t escape from.
Carl wandered, smiling. This was like being in Back to the Future. Except without all the guns and
cowboys. He was surprised to find that King William Street was as wide as ever, but made of dirt. An
informative plaque told him that it had been named in eighteen-thirty-seven for the king at the time, but
didn’t bother to mention the current year. It looked like a fairly new plaque, though.
Also surprising was that most of the buildings were already two or three stories high, and many looked
much the same as they did in his time (only newer now, obviously).
Victoria Square was where it should have been – even if it didn’t look like he remembered it – but
everything else… The town hall and post office didn’t exist yet. His office building, obviously, didn’t exist yet.
Everyone he knew? Not even born. Their parents? Not even born.
Carl snapped another couple of photos, then the golden light flared at the edges of his vision. Carl
scrunched his eyes shut, but it was inside his eyes as well and soon—
The light passed and Carl opened his eyes. The road was paved now, and the buildings were taller. There
were cars instead of horses and carts, but they had thin tyres. That probably put him somewhere in the
nineteen-twenties or -thirties. If Carl knew more about history he’d be able to narrow it down more, but he
didn’t so instead he snapped some photos with his phone and waited for the next flash. Would it take him
back to his own time? Or into the future?
Carl briefly toyed with the idea of trying to find a relative of his, but saw dangers in that plan. For one,
he’d only had about five minutes in each time before the flash, so he probably wouldn’t find one. For another,
he didn’t know the laws about object placement. What if he flashed into the middle of a building or
something? Would the universe bend it around him, or would he be stuck in the wall?
An interesting question that Carl had no intention of learning the answer to firsthand. He knew that
standing right here, in this spot, was safe. He’d been standing here in his own time when this had begun.
Hopefully the spot would remain clear for the next flash or two, until he was back where he belonged.
Hopefully the flashes would stop there. If they didn’t… well, he guessed he’d ride them into the future.
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Another few minutes and a dozen photos later, the flash returned. Carl tried to keep his eyes open this
time. He had the sense of flickering images behind the gold, like the world in fast-forward, but it was
impossible to be sure and in the end he shut his eyes against the golden glare.
The feeling of a chair beneath him made Carl start. He was in a restaurant. No, a café. The café from this
morning. No, wait… There was an empty plate of pancakes in front of him and an empty coffee cup. That
meant this was lunch.
It was only a few minutes ago! He’d made it back. Somehow. By doing nothing.
But why was it a few minutes ago? He’d already left this café and gone…
Carl looked outside. It was raining. Absolutely bucketing down. What time was this? It looked like his
world, but it couldn’t be the right day because it had been a lovely summer’s day, not a wet and awful end-ofthe-world storm.
All around, pedestrians scrambled to get under cover, streaming into the café from the footpath. That
must mean that the storm had only just started. Like, within the last few seconds.
About the time he got back…
Oh shit.
Cracks of thunder and bright flashes indicated that lightning was close by, and then there were more
cracks. Cracks from above and all around. Splintered cracks spread across the ceiling above Carl and, across
the street, the Move It, Buster! building had just shed some of its steel and plaster and glass and was now
tumbling away from him like a dying thing.
Carl really hoped he wasn’t responsible for that.
Still, at least the briefcase had come back. It was beside his foot, oddly. But then, if this was back when he
was in the café, he hadn’t opened it yet.
Did that mean he could open it again?

If Carl opens the briefcase again, turn to page 312.
If Carl stays in the café, send “Maybe I’ll order something else”. (more filler)
If Carl tries to flee the city, send “Stormfleer”. (go to car, drive away)
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“They opened the briefcase,” Carl told the youth.
“What?”
“The storm. You see those two guys?” Carl pointed at the Suits, who were heading across the grass away
from them, presumably toward their car. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry. “There was this briefcase. When
they opened it, the storm started.”
The youth stared at him with contempt from beneath his backward cap. “So, what, they had the storm
inside that case? And they unleashed it?”
Okay, it sounded crazy when you said it like that, but… yes. That was Carl’s understanding of it.
“There was this woman. The briefcase was hers. She gave it to me and told me to protect it, not to open
it, but they found her and caught her, and then they found me and they took the case and they opened it—”
“And then the storm started, yeah, sure,” the youth said. He rolled his eyes, muttered something
offensive, and pushed his way through the crowd to get away from Carl.
Carl didn’t care. He tried to fix in his memory every fact and facet about the Suits. Then he told those
around him. It being a confined space, and the alternative being to go back into the storm, quite a lot of the
people listened to him. They didn’t like it, and they told him to shut up a lot, but they listened.
And after an hour, when the storm died away and half of the tall buildings in the city had fallen, Carl told
the proper authorities. They were far too concerned with the rescue effort to do more than tell him to come
back later, though.
And when the creatures appeared – strange beasts that were eventually identified as the mega fauna that
had roamed Australia more than forty-thousand years ago – Carl thought it too great a coincidence. They, too,
surely, were caused by the opening of the briefcase. So he kept telling his story.
And people kept telling him to shut up or help them. But didn’t they see? How could they not see? If the
briefcase did this, what else might it do? The mega fauna were mostly harmless – stupid herbivores – but what
else was the briefcase capable of? Would the Suits do it? The only person Carl knew of with the answers was
Susan, and she was dead.
An hour after the mega fauna first appeared, the first of the time travellers arrived. The city’s death toll
stood at twelve thousand, the city in chaos, extinct animals wandered the streets, and now there were time
travellers too.
What were the Suits planning? Why release all this? How did this chaos benefit them? Why all the killing?
Those brought from eighteen-thirty-eight sure didn’t know. They were thrust out of their time and into a
broken future, with no idea how they arrived or how to go home. Sadly, there were no mad scientists coming
forth with secret time machines to send them all back. The best there was were a couple of physicists who
threw around long words and provided explanations about how, possibly, it was theoretically possible for
someone to travel through time.
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They didn’t sound very sure of themselves, though. Which was odd, given the hundreds of people who
had just travelled through time. Surely that was proof that it was possible.
An hour after the eighteen-thirty-eighters arrived, they were joined by the nineteen-twenty-seveners.
Again, the time travellers had no idea how they’d come here, or why, but this time there were thousands of
them.
And they brought buildings.
Not many, but a few. And, really, any building travelling through time is an unsettling idea. Especially
since they replaced the buildings that had… well… replaced them. One moment there is a ten-storey tower –
or the remnants of one left by the storm – and the next there’s a two-storey building that had been knocked
down three decades beforehand.
What the hell did the Suits mean by that? Were they fans of old architecture? Revenge of the Demolished
Building? Where was the logic, the system, the purpose? Why so many random acts?
By the time Carl found out, it was too late.
Within a week, he’d established that the acts truly were random. In the aftermath of the strangest day in
world history, the federal government moved in and assisted relocating those dislocated from their own times.
The city found ways to accept or adapt to the old buildings returning. The planning committees made plans to
rebuild after the destruction was cleared away.
The one thing that didn’t happen was anything that looked like an invasion or attack. The Suits hadn’t
created chaos to mask something else or make their move. The chaos, therefore, was a side-effect of whatever
they were really after.
The fact that they let Carl live indicated that they even had some respect or value for life, which again
indicated that the damage done was either unforseen or necessary means but was not, itself, the end.
It was six months later. Six months of telling everyone he could, of passing out sketches of their faces, of
trying to establish radio and television interviews, of talking with police and emergency services, and of no one
believing him. Of them putting it down to shock.
His boss and friend had died when his building collapsed; it was a miracle he’d made it out; and then to
see that building replaced by the one that had been there before it? Sure, that’d shatter a man’s mind. Put it
down to stress, give him some tablets, and don’t believe a word he says.
So six months passed with Carl becoming known as a conspiracy theorist. Even Susan’s corpse was hardly
proof. There were too many bodies lying in the streets after that storm for hers to convince anyone.
Then Carl saw Kevin on the news. He’d just become the Federal Minister for Defence.
Carl told everyone who would listen to him. There weren’t many left. And none of them took him
seriously.
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Despite the fact that Kevin had come into power with no political background. And that the former
minister retired quietly in suspicious circumstances. And that Kevin’s tenure as minister was the most
productive and profitable for the armed forces in Australian history.
Somehow, as soon as Carl mentioned that maybe he’d caused the deaths of fifteen-thousand people one
day in Adelaide by manipulating time with a briefcase he’d stolen from the woman he’d kidnapped and
murdered, everyone looked at Carl like he was crazy.
But he never gave up. Carl used the money from his jobs (he was never really able to hold one down. No
one ever fired him for being a crazy old coot, but he knew that was the real reason) to spread the word
wherever he could. It cost him relationships, jobs, and friends, but he never gave up. He never stopped
looking. Never stopped talking.
And he never found any solid proof, which was probably why Kevin left him alone until, at the age of sixtyeight, Carl Wickam died of a heart attack.

The End.
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Better going with her than not, probably. She’d just killed two men. Not in cold blood, true, but still…
killed. Carl had brought a knife specifically to avoid killing, but she’d found a way.
Was she dangerous? Yes. But was it more dangerous to leave her? Probably. Especially today.
“Uh, yeah,” Carl said. “Well, I have Levenstein’s van. It’s parked outside.”
“Great.”
“But I don’t think the cops will show up anytime soon,” Carl said. “The city’s been torn to pieces by the
timestorm, and all the emergency services are over there I think.”
“And I suppose the telephone lines are out too,” Susan said, “so we’ll have to drive back to the lab to
collect a team to deal with all this.” She paused. Carl waited. “Well lead the way, Carl.”
“Right.” Carl stayed a step ahead of her, though he really didn’t want to, out the way he’d come in:
around the back, then the side, past the nice black sedan the Suit were drivi… had been driving these days.
Finally he came to the van and unlocked her door, but thought better of holding it open for her. He climbed in
the driver’s seat and drove for the lab. Susan stared out the window at the shattered skyline most of the way.
After fifteen minutes she turned the radio on.
Apparently some creatures from another time had spilled over as well, just as Levenstein had predicted.
Australian mega fauna: giant wombats and echidnas and emus and kangaroos. Not hundreds, not an invasion
force, and none of them seemed hostile or aggressive, but still… not the sort of thing you wanted running
around.
Carl parked the van inside the seemingly-abandoned warehouse and Susan accessed the hidden panel to
lower the elevator. After that there was some hugging as Susan was reunited with Levenstein and quite a few
technical words that Carl assumed were discussing the timestorm or the pasticles. Eventually they
remembered that he was there.
“Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said, “thank you. Well done and thank you.”
“So what happens now?” Carl asked. “Do we return those animals to their home times or something?”
Hesitance. Ah.
“No, Carl, we don’t,” Susan said. “We can’t control what the Time does, so we can’t force it back onto
those animals and send them home. They’re stuck here.”
“But thanks to you,” Levenstein said, trying to put a positive spin on things, “Susan is safe and we can
work out what to do about those men.”
“They’re dead,” Susan said.
Carl would rather have forgotten that.
Levenstein gave Carl a sharp, disapproving look. “That’s one method, I suppose.”
“I didn’t kill them,” Carl said.
“I did,” Susan said. “It was that or die, and I’d rather they weren’t able to see into the future.”
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“Mission accomplished,” Levenstein said. Carl thought perhaps he was trying to lighten the mood, but it
didn’t work.
“You still haven’t explained how you knew where to find me,” Susan said to Carl. She stared at him like he
was a specimen she couldn’t quite understand.
“You sent Doctor Levenstein an email, from the future.”
“Yes!” Levenstein said, and turned away toward his massive machine. “Bring out the case! Now, Susan, if
you’ll come with me.”
Behind them, a pair of white-coated scientists brought a briefcase out of the clear plastic cube in the front
of the machine and carried it over to Levenstein’s office, where Susan was sat at the computer logging in.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Susan asked Levenstein. It was the first time Carl had heard her sound
anything less than sure of herself.
“That message has to get back somehow. Might as well be us.” Levenstein nodded her aside and quickly
typed a few lines. “There. That’s it, from memory.”
“So,” Carl said, “does that mean that you don’t have any choice about what you send? Because if you sent
anything else, it would have arrived as that other message. So you’re forced to send what you received this
morning, otherwise you risk a paradox.” Carl was quite impressed. He’d finally understood this time-travel
stuff.
“Not at all,” Levenstein said. “I don’t think the universe much cares about paradoxes. We’re not in danger
of tearing apart time and space, Mister Wickam, but to save myself half an hour of trying to explain concepts
that are far beyond you, I’m going to send the message I received. Susan, if you’d do the honours.”
Levenstein stepped away from the computer and pointed the briefcase at the computer, then undid both
latches. As Susan clicked Send, he flashed the case open the tiniest crack for a fraction of a second. Golden
light washed over the computer, but instead of reflecting back it seemed to be absorbed into the chassis.
And then the light was gone and Levenstein was closing the clasps.
“Well, the future’s saved,” Susan said.
For a given value of “saved”, maybe. The storm had still killed over twelve-thousand people. There were
packs of extinct animals roaming the streets. And didn’t Levenstein say that the timebursts would continue to
pull objects from the past until they caught up with the present?
It turned out that, yes, he had.
An hour after the mega fauna arrived, the first of the time travellers appeared. They were from eighteenthirty-eight, thrust out of their time and into a broken future with no idea how they arrived or any possibility
of returning home. Equally sadly, the only mad scientists who might be able to do something about it with
their secret time machine and pasticles maintained that they couldn’t reveal the machine’s existence, so a
couple of physicists threw around long words on the news and provided explanations about how, possibly, it
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was theoretically possible for someone to travel through time. Levenstein scoffed at them and continued
tinkering with his machine.
An hour after the eighteen-thirty-eighters arrived, they were joined by the nineteen-twenty-seveners.
Again, the time travellers had no idea how they’d come here, or why, but this time there were thousands of
them.
And they brought buildings.
Not many, but a few. And, really, any building travelling through time is an unsettling idea. Especially
since they replaced the buildings that had… well… replaced them. One moment there is a ten-storey tower –
or the remnants of one left by the storm – and the next there’s a two-storey building that had been knocked
down three decades beforehand.
Again Levenstein maintained that there was nothing he could to return the buildings to their original
times. He did, however, believe that this was the last timeburst. He had some equations to back up this theory,
but Carl didn’t want to see them.
Actually, he didn’t really want anything to do with any of them. Susan still showed no remorse. She’d
been tortured and kidnapped, so maybe that was justified, but it was too cold for Carl. Levenstein showed no
compassion toward the thousands dead and displaced by the effects of his machine. And both of them seemed
to regard him as a thing that had completed its task. He’d rescued Susan, job done, so he was no longer useful.
He didn’t understand their work, so most of the time he was either sitting quietly listening to the radio or
staring at them and wondering what they were doing with their machine.
Finally, it became evident that the best thing for him would be just to go. He said his goodbyes, was
reminded once more not to tell anyone about what had happened today, and left the lab to go help with the
rescue and cleanup effort.
Maybe this time he could save someone worth saving.

The End.
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“Nice speech,” Susan said. She sounded sarcastic, but she usually did so Carl didn’t take special notice of
that.
“Thanks.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’ll be at the back, picking off targets,” Carl said. “By the way, can I have a gun?”
“Let’s find out.”
Susan led him to the three security guards, who were lurking nearby, looking nervous. “You guys all
right?” Carl asked.
“I’m not paid to kill,” one said.
“So go. Just leave the gun.”
Sadly, the man did. The others weren’t quite so cowardly, but they also didn’t look like hardened killers.
Whether they would fire when the time came Carl wasn’t sure. Hopefully they wouldn’t need to. He had one
of them give him an impromptu course in firearms. All he needed to know was where the safety was and how
to fire; there would be no reloading or complex plans. Simple, effective.
“Well done, Carl,” Henry said. He’d been directing a bunch of whitecoats, who were now checking the lab
for objects they could use as weapons. “Where do Susan and I fit into your plan?”
This was the part of the plan Carl doubted Henry would like. “In your office. It’s midway between the two
entrances, and as secure as it gets.”
“You expect us to just sit it out?” Susan asked.
“I’d rather you did, yeah. I’m risking my life for you two and your daft machine; it’d be a pity if you both
died.” Plus, Carl didn’t know how much use Henry would be in a fight, and he didn’t want to risk Susan.
The whitecoats had now finished construction of the equipment-case barricades. There was a central one
for the Shooters, and one at the elevator and one at the back exit for the Beaters.
“I don’t suppose we can lock this elevator down here?” Carl asked.
“No,” Susan said. “Not without cutting power to the whole facility and plunging us into darkness.”
That might distract the Suits, but it would also make it difficult for the scientists. “Do you have
flashlights?”
“Not many.”

If Carl cuts the power and guards the stairway, send “Shoot the Power”. (Suits detect trap, negotiate)
If Carl leaves the power on and guards the stairway, send “Shoot the Stairs”. (shoots Peter as he enters,
then helps kill Kevin)
If Carl leaves the power on and guards the elevator, turn to page 303.
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No. The longer he could avoid firing the gun, the better. Still, he needed something to get through the
tape, and shooting it off wouldn’t exactly be the quietest option.
“Stay here,” he said, “I’m going to find a knife.”
“Where do you think I’m likely to go?” she asked.
Fair point. She was, after all, tied in place. That was why he was fetching a knife.
Carl kept the pistol out in front of him as he made his way through the billiard room toward the kitchen.
The sounds of voices, soft from the bar, became louder. Still not loud enough to hear, but loud enough to
ensure that there were two of them and that they were in that other room, talking. Not arguing, or debating,
just discussing. Calmly.
The kitchen was mostly wood: wood on the floor, the cupboards, the benches, the table. Someone had
had a wood surplus and chucked it all into the kitchen, varnished it, and called it a room. Carl trod carefully,
slowly, on the floorboards. He was still in his noisy work shoes and it wouldn’t do to go clomping around.
So, with more care than Carl had planned on ever giving anything in his whole life, Carl crept. Eventually
he reached the knife block over by the window, turned, and started back. Another agonising minute and he
had made the five steps back to the billiard room and its lovely carpet floors. So sound-dampening.
From there it was a brief few steps to make it behind the bar, knife in hand, and only another few seconds
to cut Susan’s bonds. She seemed somewhat surprised that Carl had made it back alive, but thankful, and
nodded such once she was free.
“Right,” she said. “Where’s your car?”
“Around by Burnside Village.” Carl nodded through the large window behind them toward the backyard.
Then he froze, because there had been the sound of a slamming door. Somewhere ahead of them, past the
kitchen. Around about the place where the two voices had been talking…
Susan had heard it too, and ducked out of view of the window. Carl remained, watching the backyard for
signs of treachery. Had the Suit gone to his car? Or the backyard? Was it one of them? Both? Or were they still
in the house with him?
A few seconds later, one of the Suits came into view on the lawn, pacing around and watching the sky.
Clearly agitated, though Carl wasn’t sure why. They hadn’t found him and Susan; what did the Suit have to
worry about.
“It’s just one of them,” Carl said, and dropped below the line of the window. Safe from view but trapped
with his freed hostage in a confined space. Damn she smelled good.
“So what’s the plan?” she asked, nodding toward his gun.

If Carl and Susan shoot their way past the suit through the backyard, turn to page 300.
If Carl and Susan sneak through the house and escape via the front, send “Exit Front”. (escape)
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What was the right thing to do here? If they tortured him, he’d surely give up everything he knew about
the briefcase, about Levenstein, about the lab. Sure, these guys probably knew all of it but they’d torture him
to confirm it. And he might know something they don’t – like the three security guards with their pistols. If the
Suits attacked the lab again, those guards would be waiting.
Unless Carl cowardly told them about the guards.
On the other hand, Susan knew far more about the operation than he did. She actually… well…
understood all the things that the machine did with pasticles and why this was happening. If his death inspired
her to talk, how much devastation would that cause?
On a theoretical third hand, she would probably be better than him at holding her tongue. She was
certainly tougher than him. More composed. Sexier.
Wait, that last one wasn’t relevant.
And then there was the gentlemanly concern. Was the Right Thing to offer to die for her if that meant
she’d be tortured in his place? Or was it better to tell them to kill her so she wouldn’t suffer; was it better for
him to take the punishment for her?
But he couldn’t tell them to kill her. It was tantamount to murder. He couldn’t decide her fate. But he
could decide his, and hope that she found some way to escape. Hope that being alive was better than being
dead.
“Kill me,” Carl said.
“Ah, a true gentleman,” said one of the Suits. He handed Carl’s gun to the other, so they each now had
one gun and Carl had less ability to tell them apart.
“Unless he thinks that by being noble we’ll shoot her. A bluff.”
Wow. Really? He’d told them to kill him and they were arguing about the idea? Was he just supposed to
sit here while they debated his honour? Well screw that. He’d decided to die, and the decision was very
freeing.
Carl launched himself at the nearest Suit and seemed to catch both of them off-guard. They went
backward, missing smashing heads against the refrigerator by only a few inches.
But there was no avoiding the floor: carpet over concrete.
The Suit’s head made a nasty sound when it hit: hollow, wooden, like a coconut split open. Then a dazed
and distant look came into his eyes and Carl could tell he was gone. Whether that meant dead or not Carl
wasn’t sure. No time to find out.
He grabbed the gun out of the Suit’s hand and whipped it around to the other Suit, squeezing the trigger
as fast and hard as he could. He didn’t need to be accurate from this distance. There would be no missing.
If the Suit had been there, that was.
And if the gun had fired.
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As it was, Carl found the Suit a moment later, to the right, crouched. He’d moved fast when Carl had
tackled, so when Carl came up to attack he wasn’t in the danger area.
He also had Carl’s old gun pressed against Carl’s current head.
There was probably some irony there: trying to free someone and being, himself, captured. Bringing a gun
and, himself, about to be shot with it.
“For that,” the Suit said, “you both die.”
Carl realised his problem. Not that he had only one right now, but he realised why the gun hadn’t fired:
the safety was still on. And this gun was different to the last. And with the other pistol pressed to his temple,
he’d never flick the safety off, aim, and shoot before the Suit could fire.
Still… no harm in trying.
With one motion, Carl attempted to flick the safety and twist his wrist as far right as it would go without
snapping. Step two was to fire and hope that he’d aimed far enough across to hit the Suit, but he never made
it to step two. By about “step o—” the Suit had fired Carl’s former gun.

The End.
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The animal clearly wasn’t a threat, so Carl saw no point in finding a way around. With a bold flourish of
raw courage, he pulled the crate of medical supplies out of the parked hatchback and strode purposefully
toward the door. The giant echidna-kiwi-thing looked up at him as he passed, moved half a step toward him,
and then backed away when he showed signs of being aggressive rather than being food.
Carl reached the glass double doors and pounded on them. Scared faces stared back. Dumb fear from
dumb people. Probably a few of them would have been smart enough to realise that the mega fauna posed no
threat, but they’d been caught in the wave of terror and panic. The animal need to stay together, to stick with
the herd, overriding the cold logic.
“Open the doors,” Carl shouted.
They shouted something at him, but there was a noise of so many people and Carl couldn’t indentify a
single voice.
“I have your medical supplies here!” Carl said. “Open up!”
Again this was met with mild panic, as if the lumbering creature half a car park away would gain a sudden
burst of speed and rush the doors if they opened them a crack.
“You want people to die?” Carl yelled. This seemed to cut through the panic a bit. “Then open up!”
With great reluctance, someone was brought forward with the keys and the doors were opened far
enough for Carl to squeeze through. He pushed and wriggled his way to the desk and found the overworked
receptionist, her hair even more of a mess than it had been before.
“Supplies,” he said.
“Doctor,” she said, and pointed.
Short conversation. Right. Good. No wasted time here, then. Carl followed the direction of her finger to a
small hallway crammed with people. After a bit more pushing, he came into a doctor’s consulting room,
complete with a doctor.
“Supplies,” he said.
“Storeroom,” he said, and pointed.
Did they teach that here? Or was everyone conserving every possible second they could since this day was
so filled with awful?
Carl again followed the finger and this time laid the box down in the storeroom, then decided to be
helpful and unpack its contents onto the shelves. Someone previous helpful person had labelled all the
shelves, so it was a matter of finding the right place and in fifteen minutes Carl was done. He carried the
empty milk crate back to the reception desk.
“Anything else you need?” Carl asked.
“More supplies.”
“I don’t think they’re going to give us any more. They had it fairly rationed out.”
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“Then no. Be useful or go away.”
Carl didn’t know first aid, so he supposed that left him with the option of going elsewhere. At least the
day’s craziness seemed to have passed. That was a plus.
After squeezing his way past the crowd one final time, Carl emerged in the car park with the echidnabeast. It was wandering toward the side door now, presumably so it could frighten a different group of people.
The ones by the front door were a bit monotonous after a while.
So… a fresh bright day, filled with death and destruction, but also possibility. He no longer had a job, and
was therefore free to do whatever he wanted. Now, where to go?

If Carl goes home, send “E.T.” (watch rest of destruction from home on news)
If Carl helps in the city with the rescue effort, turn to page 323.
If Carl goes somewhere else, tell me where!

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 276

Carl didn’t fancy walking up to the front door and knocking, just in case something nefarious was afoot.
And creeping through a neighbour’s yard might only get him arrested for his curiosity. He doubted it – the
police had better things to think about today than him – but it was possible that an irate homeowner would
think the looting was about to begin and react somewhat violently.
So Carl started down the driveway toward the carport that ran along the side of the house. There was a
shiny black sedan in the carport and there didn’t appear to be anyone moving around in the house, but then
every window had old-fashioned lace curtains so it was impossible to tell. Odds were that anyone inside would
be able to see out, but Carl would never see in.
For that reason, he ran down the driveway instead of walked and crouched behind the car. Had anyone
seen him? How would he know?
Carl crept around the car and came to the six-foot tall green fence. Carl lifted the latch and heard the
steel scrape, but he’d done it gently enough that the sound shouldn’t carry. At the least, no one seemed to be
jumping out to shoot him, so that was a plus.
When the gate was open enough to slip through, Carl did so. Ahead of him stretched a path leading to a
section of lawn. To his left was a door. Carl ran down to the backyard and found that the rear entrance to the
house was a sliding glass door up on a wooden decking.
Carl took the steps up to the decking one at a time, still wary of signs of life. There didn’t seem to be any,
but how could he know for sure? There was no one lurking just inside – the glass door assured him of that –
but it was hard, very hard, to take it slow and quiet instead of rushing in.
Eventually, he reached the glass door and pulled it open. They hadn’t locked it; good. Carl stepped in and,
finding nothing, moved on. It was a sort of lounge/TV room, with a billiard room adjoining it. Carl paused for a
moment to listen before moving on.
Which was when he heard the whisper.
“Who’s that?”
It was a woman’s voice. And it was in the next room.
Had whoever had unleashed this storm on the world started out as a petty kidnapper? Or had they put
their plans of mass chaos aside so they could kidnap someone? Either one sounded far fetched, but so was
unleashing a storm in the first place so Carl let that go and cautiously entered the billiard room, checking in
every direction for danger.
There was an old-style wooden bar to the right of the billiard room, in front of a large window, and it was
from behind this that the voice had emerged. When Carl looked around the back, he found a woman tied hand
and ankle around the bar’s central support post. There were marks on her hands and stretchmarks on the tape
where she’d tried to pull free, but without success.
She looked familiar.
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Oh! It was the woman from the café this morning. What was she doing here?
There was no tape on her mouth, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”
“Uh, same back at you,” Carl said. Somehow, she pulled off the rugged-sexy captive look when by all
rights she should have just been red and puffy.
“What are you doing here?”
“Very good question,” a new voice said. Carl spun to find the voice’s owner so close behind him that he
almost bumped into him. The man was wearing a suit, and flanked by another man wearing a suit. They’d
managed to come up right behind him without him hearing a thing. Were they professional soldiers? Or did
they just have really good shoes?
“I, uh, followed the storm to its point of origin,” Carl said.
“Really?” the Suit asked. “So you don’t know this woman at all?”
“Not really. She bumped into me this morning and spilled my coffee all over me, but apart from that…”
“Hm,” one Suit said. “We should probably leave, then. If one is curious enough to find us, others will as
well. Once they’ve dealt with the city, that is.” Carl was surprised not to hear malice in the voice. Almost
regret. Had the destruction of the city been their fault? Were they sorry about it? Why had they kidnapped
this woman? And, oh yeah, who was she?
“Sorry, what’s your name?” Carl asked the woman.
“No talking,” a Suit said.
“You’ve caught me, right?” Carl asked. “I found you kidnapped a woman. You’re not about to let me go,
so can’t I know the name of my fellow captive?”
“I’m Susan,” she said.
“Nice to meet you,” Carl said.
“Excuse us?” one of the Suits asked.
“Sorry, yes. How can I help you?”
“Just wondered whether you wanted us to shoot you or the lady?”
After a period of stammering, Carl said, “Why do you need to kill anyone?”
“Because you’ve seen our faces.”
Well, that was a very reasonable reason, really.
“Everyone at the lab has as well,” Susan said.
“We’ll get to them in time,” the Suit threatened, but Carl wasn’t sure he meant it. He actually had the
idea that this was all a bit of a bluff. Whoever these Suits were, they’d kept Susan alive instead of killing her.
They had some respect for life, it seemed.
Clearly they hadn’t read the Evil Villain’s Handbook. Or had skipped the chapter on removing oneself of all
mercy and compassion.
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Still, Carl couldn’t find any way to turn that compassion to his advantage. He might convince them not to
kill him, but he sure couldn’t turn the tables on his captors.
“Do you have any idea how generic your faces are?” Carl asked. “You’re average height, brown hair, dark
suits. You could be a hundred thousand men today.”
That seemed to satisfy the Suits, who pulled Carl to his feet and, instead of shooting him, tied him hand
and foot around a leg of the billiard table. Then they took his wallet and removed his driver’s licence before
dropping the wallet on the ground beside him.
After that, there were retreating footsteps and an engine purring into life, and then silence in the house.
“Did they just leave us?” Carl asked.
Susan sighed. “I think so.”
Well, that seemed like good news.
“Now we’ll never find them.” Somehow, being abandoned by her captors seemed to disappoint Susan.
Carl found himself nothing but relieved.

If Carl asks Susan about the Suits, turn to page 338.
If Carl asks Susan about herself, turn to page 308.
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“Hi,” Carl said, ducking behind the bar and examining her restraints. He didn’t have anything on him that
might cut through them, but it was only gaffer tape. He should be able to pull it off. The only question was
whether he could pull it off quietly enough that the voices in the other room didn’t hear him.
Worth a try.
“I’m Carl,” he said, and started undoing the tape.
“What are you doing here?” she asked. A bit of a rude question, really. He was clearly risking his neck to
save her. At least, that’s what he was doing now that he knew she was here.
“I came to find where the storm started from. Turns out it was here.”
“That’s because they…” She paused to consider how best to say whatever she was saying. “This morning I
tried to give you a briefcase. They took it from me and opened it. That’s what caused your storm.”
“Step up from the storm in a teacup, huh?”
Apparently the woman, whatever her name was, didn’t think this the right time for jokes. If she’d seen
how bad everyone else’s day was, she’d be laughing her no-doubt perfect arse off my now.
Carl finished unwrapping her wrists and the woman started on her ankles. Another minute and she was
free. “Do you have a car?” she asked.
“Do you have a name?” he countered.
“Susan.”
“Yes. Follow me.” Carl paused to confirm that the voices hadn’t moved, but instead of voices heard a door
slam. The conversation was over.
Susan had heard it too, and ducked out of view of the window. Carl remained, watching the backyard for
signs of treachery. Had the kidnapper gone to his car? Or the backyard? Was it one of them? Both? Or were
there more than two of them? What was he up against? Were more in the house with him?
“How many of them are there?” Carl asked. “Your kidnappers.”
“Two.”
A few seconds later, a man came into view on the lawn, pacing around and watching the sky. He was
dressed in a fine suit and had excellent posture, but Carl couldn’t tell much more than that. He looked a bit like
a high-class hired thug. Educated, intelligent, but a hired killer nonetheless.
But then, Carl was guessing all that from the way he stood and dressed, so it might not be one-hundred
percent reliable.
“It’s just one of them,” Carl said, and dropped below the line of the window. Safe from view but trapped
with his freed hostage in a confined space. Damn she smelled good.

If Carl and Susan attempt to sneak through the house out the front, turn to page 335.
If Carl and Susan attempt to escape out the back past the man in the Suit, send “Overt”. (killed)
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One emergency at a time. He’d take the stairs. “Come on, Ernest,” he said, and dragged his semiconscious friend into the fire stairs and started down them. He needed to keep one hand on the rail to support
their weight, especially since Ernest kept missing steps and would have tumbled to his doom many times
already if Carl didn’t have his arm around him.
Still, they were escaping. Fleeing this crazy shattered building. They’d passed two storeys in as many
minutes. Carl would have preferred faster, but realised that with Ernest along for the ride one floor a minute
was about as good as they’d have.
But did they have another six minutes?
Carl didn’t know, but the only way to find out was to try. Well, he supposed that technically he could sit
down and watch the seconds tick by and he’d find out that way, but then he’d definitely die. Better to try, just
in case he could survive. And say save Ernest’s life. Do something valuable with himself.
Because he hadn’t really done much, really, with himself. Oh, he’d achieved some success. He was
financially stable. He owned a car. It wasn’t a very good car, but he owned it.
But things of real value? No. He’d never really done any of them until today. But if he could just save a
life, maybe that would give him meaning. He’d discovered, by cutting off Ernest’s arm, that he was tougher
than he’d ever thought. Now he’d cement that survival instinct and show the worl—
The building shook again.
A deep snap coursed through the building. Carl felt it first in his feet and through the handrail. Only later
did his ears hear it, but by that stage he was more concerned with the fact that he was falling. He hit the next
landing hard, able to catch himself with only one hand because the other was still around Ernest’s shoulders.
Ernest did not fare so well.
Having his good arm looped around Carl’s shoulders, he tried to stop his fall with his stump of an arm.
Fresh blood soaked through the bandage and he screamed a lot, which wasn’t great in the confined space of
the stairwell.
Worse was that crack. It had been deep beneath them, and Carl didn’t think that was a good thing. Not
from their point of view, inside the building. It probably meant that the whole place was coming down.
Carl climbed to his feet, dragging Ernest’s barely-conscious form down the next flight of steps. How much
damage had the fall done to him?
In the end, it didn’t matter. Carl made it down another storey, more slowly since Ernest was providing no
help at all now, and then the building started to fall. From inside, it seemed like the floor had decided that it
had had enough of being horizontal and wanted to go vertical. The entire stairwell tilted, and without being
able to see the ground or the sky, Carl wasn’t sure how far. Not far enough for the stairs to become flat, or the
walls to become the floor.
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There was another almighty crash from high above. Carl guessed the building had hit something and tried
to think what it might be. Given the time they’d been falling and the direction, if he had his bearings right, the
top of the Move It, Buster! building had just tumbled across the street and hit the building on the other side.
Then it stopped. The movement, the tipping. The building rested against the other.
And once more Carl picked himself off the landing and grabbed Ernest and made for the next flight down.
Another storey down, Carl found the split. The floor fell away before him and there was a gap of maybe
ten feet.
And the world was moving. The top of the building, the part he was on, was sliding away from the lower
section. He’d have to jump. That wouldn’t be good for Ernest, but it was their only hope.
Carl tried to judge the distance, the gradual slide of the building, where to land, but it was a stairwell:
there was no good place to land. He’d sprain, probably break, his ankle.
Not that there was any other choice.
Carl jumped. Landed painfully. Ernest flopped down on top of him, fully unconscious now. Carl assessed
his own injuries: he couldn’t feel his right leg, but that might be a blessing right now. Everything else seemed
all right.
He pushed Ernest off him and looked at the leg. No bleeding. No bruising yet. Good enough.
Carl hefted Ernest onto his shoulder and started limping down another flight of stairs.
Then, with a creak and a crash and a noise like thunder everywhere, the building fell.
Carl had enough time to duck under the cover of another stairwell and start running, but the building
crushed right through the ceiling of stairs and then it crushed through him and Ernest too.

The End.
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Actually, yes. He should try something more challenging than the beasts. Healing minor wounds was
small-time. He should move onto something bigger.
Evolution came to mind.
“You’re right,” he said, “thank you. What’s happening at the city now? Still cleaning up from the storm?”
“There’s… beasts!” the zookeeper said. He was very hysterical for someone who worked with beasts all
day every day.
“Then you really should get going,” Carl said. The zookeeper either recognised the threat or realised that
he actually should be there, because he hurried away leaving Carl with the birds…
An hour later, a woman with a parasol and dressed like she’d wandered off the set of a period film (which
seemed unlikely, given the day’s events) asked him what was happening. From her dress, Carl assumed she’d
come here from about two-hundred years ago. Henry had talked about objects coming through from history. It
seemed people counted as objects.
“You’re in the year two-thousand-and-eleven,” Carl said.
The woman flapped her mouth open and closed a couple of times. “How did… What… That’s absurd.”
Ah, a classier time, when people could still say words like “absurd” without sounding, well, absurd. “A
bit,” Carl admitted. “Still, that’s what’s happening.”
The woman seemed to have nowhere to go, because she stood right beside him and watched as he tried
to turn another bird into a dinosaur. It didn’t work. It hadn’t worked on anything for a while. Carl thought that,
maybe, he’d used up all his Time. Or it needed time to recharge or something.
“Say,” Carl said, “did you want to be my wench?”
“Excuse me?”
“Is that not a term you people use? My woman. Girlfriend. I’m not fussy on the terminology.”
“Is everyone here like this?” the woman asked. She sounded posh, but Carl didn’t suppose that put her
outside his league. Not today.
“No. Just me.” Although, now that he thought of it there had been another briefcase in Henry’s machine
at the lab. The lab that the Suits had just attacked. Which meant they probably had the briefcase by now. And
if Carl could do all this because he’d opened the briefcase…
Well well. Looked like he had himself a nemesis.
“Can I not go home?” the woman asked.
“I don’t think so,” Carl said. “I can try, but I haven’t had much luck with these animals lately so probably
not. I think I’ve absorbed any excess Time and can’t distribute it any more.”
“What does that mean?”
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“I don’t know,” Carl said, but it was right. It had felt like déjà vu. He’d heard someone tell him that, that
after a while the Time was completely assimilated into the body and external manifestations were no longer
possible. “Except, of course, that you’re stuck here with me.”
Then, because she looked so frightened and pitiful, Carl took pity on her. “I’m sorry. It’s not so bad here.
You’ll get used to it. And I dare say you’re not the only one. What’s your name?”
“Carol,” she said.
“Funny old world. I’m Carl. Nice to meet you.” He extended a hand, but she just looked at it. Did she think
he wanted her to kiss it? Was that their custom, for the man to kiss the woman’s hand? Surely they shook
hands in her day, whenever that had been. Maybe she just didn’t like him. Never mind. Carl lowered his hand.
“I should find a policeman,” Carol said.

If Carl lets Carol go and never sees her again, send “Farewell Carol”. (same choices as 311, but without
Carol)
If Carl convinces Carol to come home with him, turn to page 310.
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Hm. Stay here under siege, in the dark, with no mobile phone reception to call in reinforcements, until the
Suits probably killed him, or accept their deal and hope that all was well?
“Okay, deal,” Carl shouted.
“Then we’ll see you at your office at seven-thirty tonight, Carl.”
Carl waited, but all he heard was disappearing footsteps. Were they actually going to abide by the deal, or
were they waiting upstairs for someone to poke their head out, at which point they’d kill them?
“What have you done?” Henry shouted, racing toward Carl. Susan followed him with her flashlight,
lighting the way so he wouldn’t trip over one of the many crates or boxes.
“Saved our lives, hopefully,” Carl said.
“We can’t let them have that briefcase!” Henry said.
“Well if we don’t turn up at my office with it tonight, I think they’ll be back. And they’ll certainly kill me.
And I don’t want to die – did I mention that? I like living. It’s fun. So unless you plan on killing me, I’m taking
one of your fancy time-stealing briefcases and going to work tonight and handing it over.”
Henry listened rather well, given his usual inability to remain quiet for longer than a few seconds. “Fine,”
he said. “If you say we can trust these men, and that not doing this is tantamount to murder, then I guess we
do it.”
And that was that. Susan sent him another worried look, but she didn’t directly question his judgement
which was good enough for Carl.
After an hour, Carl went up the elevator and discovered that, true to their word, the Suits had gone.
There was no trace of their car or of their ever having been there. He guessed that meant they were as good as
their word. At least until they got what they wanted.
So he went back down and continued planning. Henry wanted them to take guns, but Carl had seen too
great a risk of accidentally shooting himself to pick up the weapon when the lab was being stormed and he
wasn’t about to start now. Susan felt the same.
Which was when Carl realised she would be coming with him. That it wasn’t even up for debate.
They still had a good many hours until then, though, so Carl was briefed yet again on not opening the
briefcase, and that he was to make the trade and then go home and hope that everything would be all right. It
sounded a bit weak phrased like that, but it was all he could do.
“But I’ll need to open the briefcase,” Carl said. “Because I had an email from my future self. From tonight.
It was on my work login, which can only be accessed from the computers at work.”
Susan’s eyes lit up. “I had an email too, from myself, telling me what to do and when.”
Henry evaluated a second, then said, “Right! Good. Yes. Susan, if you’ll come with me.”
He led the way into his office, where the two briefcases – one that the Suits had tried to steal this
morning and the other from the machine since then – were laid on his desk.
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“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Susan asked Henry as he sat her down in front of his computer. It was
the first time Carl had heard her sound anything less than sure of herself.
“That message has to get back somehow. Might as well be us.” Henry nodded for her to type which, after
a moment, she did.
“I think that’s it.”
“So,” Carl said, “does that mean that you don’t have any choice about what you send? Because if you sent
anything else, it would have arrived as that other message. So you’re forced to send what you received this
morning, otherwise you risk a paradox.” Carl was quite impressed. He’d finally understood this time-travel
stuff.
“Not at all,” Henry said. “I don’t think the universe much cares about paradoxes. We’re not in danger of
tearing apart time and space, Carl, but you’re right that someone needs to freely choose to send the message
back and to save myself half an hour of trying to explain concepts that are far beyond you, we’ll do it
ourselves. Susan, if you’d do the honours.”
Henry stepped away from the computer and pointed the briefcase at the computer, then undid both
latches. As Susan clicked Send, he flashed the case open the tiniest crack for a fraction of a second. Golden
light washed over the computer, but instead of reflecting back it seemed to be absorbed into the chassis.
And then the light was gone and Henry was closing the clasps.
“That’s it?” she asked.
“Hopefully,” Henry said. “Nothing left to do but wait.”
And so, after a microwaved dinner, Carl and Susan set out from the lab and drove to the Move It, Buster!
building, then Carl swiped his ID card through the slot by the front door and was gratified that the light turned
green. He’d never tried to come in to work after-hours before and hadn’t been at all sure it would work. He
doubted the Suits would have any problems breaking in, so he went up to level three, his workspace.
He quickly found his computer, logged on, and typed out the message as he remembered it. Don’t be
stupid, trust Susan, go to the bathroom. Yeah, it was all there. Susan readied the case and Carl paused with his
finger on the mouse.
He clicked Send and the email vanished off into the ether and, hopefully, the past.
It was only seven-fifteen. They still had quarter of an hour before the Suits were due to show up, but
again there seemed to be nothing to do but wait so Carl sat in his familiar cubicle and waited.
“I need to visit the loo,” Susan said.
Carl could have objected but, well, when you gotta go… you gotta go. So Susan went. Carl picked up the
heavy briefcase and moved to loiter near the stairwell and elevators. Then he spotted the weather. It had
turned from being a lovely warm night to something else. Cooler, maybe, but it was hard to tell inside the airconditioned building.
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But outside… outside it was raining. Raining angrily. Where had the storm come from? There had barely
been any clouds when they’d driven over, so where?
Without realising, Carl had wandered over to the window, but he realised as soon as he heard the scream.
Female. Susan, presumably, and fading away in pain.
And when he turned, there they were. Or, rather, he was. One of the two Suits, stepping out of the
elevator. The other one Carl couldn’t see – presumably because he was in the bathroom doing whatever was
causing Susan to scream.
Between Carl and the Suit he could see was the door to the stairwell. He could make it before the Suit
could pull out a weapon, he was sure. Escaping with the Briefcase would be against the terms of their little
parlay, but they’d started it by attacking Susan.
A few steps farther on was the hallway that led to the bathrooms. He could probably make it down the
hallway before the Suit shot him, but could he really do anything for Susan now? She’d stopped screaming…
that was a bad sign. Was it better to try to make sure she was okay, or fulfil her wishes by ensuring the Suits
didn’t get their hands on the briefcase?

If Carl flees up the stairs with the briefcase, turn to page 329.
If Carl tries to rescue Susan, send “What Carl Wanted”. (finds Susan had just slipped on wet tiles; killed by
Suits)
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Hm. Stay here under siege, in the dark, with no mobile phone reception to call in reinforcements, until the
Suits probably killed him, or accept their deal and hope that all was well?
Well, he couldn’t trust these Suits. Between trying to kidnap Susan and being generally terrifying, Carl
couldn’t trust them. Yes, it would mean that he couldn’t ever go home, or back to work, or to his life… but
from what Henry had said this was all that important.
“No deal!” Carl shouted. “Your move. You going to wait up there forever?”
“If we have to,” the Suit said, and then there was only the sound of footsteps up the stairs. Then silence.
After fifteen minutes or so (by Carl’s guess, in the pitch darkness), the tension became too much for one
of the lab techs. Carl heard scrambling toward the door and a flashlight came on to light the man.
“What are you doing?” Carl asked.
“I’m leaving. This isn’t worth dying for!”
And, pulling the door open, the man was gone. Carl heard footsteps once again retreating up the stairs,
but this time when they faded away they were punctuated not by silence, but by a single gunshot.
Then a thumping as something fell down the stairs.
The door was still open, and the flashlight on it, so everyone in the lab saw the corpse, a single bullet
through the man’s forehead, land at the base of the steps and stare at him accusingly. He’d done this. By not
taking the deal, he’d done this.
Carl closed the door, the light went off, and they went back to waiting. Without turning the power back
on – and risking them coming down the elevator – there was nothing more to do. Even in the face of death,
Henry wouldn’t change his stance on the briefcase. It could save a life, but men like Henry weren’t interested
in single lives. They used statistics instead of names.
After another hour, the tension became unbearable and the lights were turned back on. Whether the
Suits waiting upstairs would be able to tell was another question, one that they couldn’t answer because the
Suits had cut the phone lines.
“Can we make a break for it?” Carl asked.
“No. Not without the machine,” Henry said. Carl should have known. Nothing was as important to Henry
as his machine, his baby.
“We can’t just wait around for them to kill us!” shouted a hysterical lab aide.
“If you can’t bear waiting, you can always go out and meet it,” Henry said neutrally. Not angry, not
recommending; just stating that dying was, in fact, an option. Not a preferable one, perhaps, but one
nonetheless.
“Cut the power!” shouted a lab tech, one of the Beaters beside the door. “I can hear footsteps!”
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Again the power went off and the lab was plunged into darkness. Many of the Beaters were, however, out
of position now. The Shooters were still behind their barricade, though, as were those holding the flashlights.
So hopefully the Suits still wouldn’t stand a chance.
Whether the footsteps stopped or never had been, the attack didn’t come immediately. A minute passed
and Carl began to wonder whether the whole thing had been in the whitecoat’s head.
Then the door burst open and two round objects the size of oranges sailed into the lab.
A moment later, the grenades exploded. They took with them the two Beaters that remained at the door,
as well as forcing the others behind their barricades unless they were willing to risk the flying debris.
Before the Shooters could recover and pop back up, the Suits were in the lab. Carl, who had been talking
with Susan and Henry by the elevator, could only watch as two of the Shooters were shot as soon as they
popped their heads out. Carl saw them in the gun’s muzzle-flashes before the lab went dark again. The Suits
must have some night-vision gear to have spotted the only threats in the dark so quickly.

If Carl runs to the briefcase to open it up and try again, send “Case for Salvation”. (Carl dies)
If Carl picks up a flashlight and tries to blind the Suits, turn to page 313.
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What was the right thing to do here? If they tortured him, he’d surely give up everything he knew about
the briefcase, about Levenstein, about the lab. Sure, these guys probably knew all of it but they’d torture him
to confirm it. And he might know something they don’t – like the three security guards with their pistols. If the
Suits attacked the lab again, those guards would be waiting.
Unless Carl cowardly told them about the guards.
On the other hand, Susan knew far more about the operation than he did. She actually… well…
understood all the things that the machine did with pasticles and why this was happening. If his death inspired
her to talk, how much devastation would that cause?
On a theoretical third hand, she would probably be better than him at holding her tongue. She was
certainly tougher than him. More composed. Sexier.
Wait, that last one wasn’t relevant.
And then there was the gentlemanly concern. Was the Right Thing to offer to die for her if that meant
she’d be tortured in his place? Or was it better to tell them to kill her so she wouldn’t suffer; was it better for
him to take the punishment for her?
But he couldn’t tell them to kill her. It was tantamount to murder. He couldn’t decide her fate. But he
could decide his, and hope that she found some way to escape. Hope that being alive was better than being
dead.
“Kill me,” Carl said.
“Ah, a true gentleman,” said the Suit with the gun.
“Unless he thinks that by being noble we’ll shoot her,” the other Suit said. “A bluff.”
Wow. Really? He’d told them to kill him and they were arguing about the idea? Was he just supposed to
sit here while they debated his honour? Well screw that. He’d decided to die, and the decision was very
freeing.
Carl launched himself at the nearest Suit and seemed to catch both of them off-guard. They went
backward, missing smashing heads against the refrigerator by only a few inches.
But there was no avoiding the floor: carpet over concrete.
The Suit’s head made a nasty sound when it hit: hollow, wooden, like a coconut split open. Then a dazed
and distant look came into his eyes and Carl could tell he was gone. Whether that meant dead or not Carl
wasn’t sure. No time to find out.
He grabbed the gun out of the Suit’s hand and whipped it around to the other Suit, squeezing the trigger
as fast and hard as he could. He didn’t need to be accurate from this distance. There would be no missing.
If the Suit had been there, that was.
And if the gun had fired. Probably there was a safety on it somewhere.
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As it was, Carl found the Suit a moment later, to the right, crouched. He’d moved fast when Carl had
tackled, so when Carl came up to attack he wasn’t in the danger area.
He was beside Carl, twisting the gun out of his hand.
“For that,” the Suit said, “you both die.”
From here, Carl couldn’t think of any way he’d survive. The Suit’s ninja move in stealing the gun off him
had twisted or broken his wrist, so he could only attack with his left hand. He tried that, but the Suit seemed to
expect it and batted the punch aside with ease.
“Slowly,” the Suit added.
Carl tried another punch, more to incite the man to shoot him than anything. It didn’t work. The Suit
knocked the fist aside and stood, then kicked Carl in the face, tied him to the billiard table, and went to check
on the other Suit.
The prognosis wasn’t good. The Suit Carl had tackled to the ground wasn’t moving or even breathing, and
after a moment the living Suit stood, turned to Susan behind the bar, and fired.
Carl didn’t see her body, but he didn’t need to to know that she was dead. There was a thuk of a body
slumping over, and a spt of blood hitting the wall, and then silence. No breathing.
The Suit tucked his pistol away and wandered over to Carl.
“Very slowly,” he said.
He stayed true to his word. Carl was moved to another house and lived for another three days, though
“living” wasn’t an accurate description of what he did. He received no food, no water, his sleep was
interrupted as often as possible, and the Suit was constantly there with a knife, or a cigarette lighter, or any
other number of impromptu torture devices.
Carl told him everything within the first hour. After that, he could only assume the Suit was doing it for
fun. Or as revenge.
Finally, when Carl hadn’t made a recognisable sound for at least twelve hours, the Suit – who was called
Peter, though that failed to humanise him at all to Carl – appeared with a piece of wire in his gloved hands and
he understood that this was the end.
Carl was glad.

The End.
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And so Carl sucked it up and walked past the man he’d killed. He wanted not to look, but he had to look or
he risked stepping on him. And that would be far worse.
So he looked, and he stepped, and he made it past without treading on any body parts or in any blood,
and soon enough he was outside again. Susan was already most of the way to the black sedan.
“Shouldn’t we take the van?”
“You have a car? You should have mentioned.”
“I have a white van. Levenstein gave it to me.”
“Then yes, we should move it before the police arrive. You drive that; I’ll take this one.”
Apparently Susan didn’t have a moral compass that disapproved of stealing cars. Or it had been altered by
the whole ordeal of being kidnapped. Either way, they formed a slight procession down the street and back
toward the lab. Carl thought he heard sirens as they reached Greenhill Road, but he might have been
imagining them. He was expecting them, after all.
In half an hour, they were back at the lab. Susan had a reunion with Levenstein which involved a quick
hug before the boffin returned to tinkering with his machine.
“Carl got you out, then,” he said.
“And he killed one of them.”
Levenstein looked put off by that, but what did he expect to happen when Carl had gone off with a gun?
“And the other?”
“He wasn’t there,” Susan said. “They captured me, and then discovered that the briefcase was Carl’s. They
left again, presumably to find him, but only one of them came back.”
So where was the other? Still waiting for Carl at work? Or would they have found his home? Was that
good or bad? It meant they knew where to find the remaining Suit. They could plan some sort of sneak attack,
but that would mean more killing. Carl doubted the Marshall-Barney group was about to outsource that job,
which meant that it was down to him. Again.
Of course, on the other hand there was no evidence that he’d been at the house and had freed Susan.
What reason was there to think that she hadn’t freed herself and shot the Suit with his own gun? If he laid low
for a few days, the Suit would probably forget about Carl and divert his attention back to Susan…

If Carl goes home and attacks the Suit, send “Aggressive Manners”. (kill Kevin)
If Carl hides out for a day or two and hopes that the Suit blames Susan for the murder, send “One-armed
Woman”. (Suit tracks him down days later, but Carl’s thought of a cover story – he gave the case to the café
lost and found. Suit doesn’t believe him – bullet holes through flyscreen)
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“The stairs,” Carl said. It was unlikely that the Suits would try the same strategy twice. They’d come in via
the elevator last time; this time it would be the stairs.
“I’ll watch the elevator then,” Henry said.
“I’ll wait in the middle, I suppose,” Susan said. “See where they come down.”
And so it was. The three of them settled into their little crate fortress and tried not to think of death and
mortality and morbid things like that. It was difficult, especially for Carl. He was risking his life for, let’s be
honest, a pretty girl. This whole situation didn’t really concern him. Time-travel and briefcases divorced from
change weren’t his affair. He was here not because the idea was noble but because it seemed the best way out
of his bland life.
They didn’t talk much. There was nothing left to say. Carl supposed he could try to chat Susan up, but he
didn’t think he’d get very far before the Suits arrived to kill them. Better to wait until afterward, if he survived.
After half an hour, the elevator activated and began its slow trek downward. Susan spun to face it; Henry
clicked off the safety on his pistol. Carl kept his eyes fixed on the stairwell. The elevator could be a bluff,
designed to make them look the wrong way, and Carl wasn’t falling for it.
His wariness paid off. The door to the stairwell burst open and Carl saw one of the Suits. He was ready,
safety off, gun aimed, and as soon as he saw the suit and the straight-backed stiffness, he fired.
The first shot went wide, but clearly the Suit wasn’t expecting an ambush. Probably he’d expected all eyes
would be on the elevator. In any case, he didn’t have his gun aimed like Carl did, so Carl got off the second
shot in the battle as well. That one went into his shoulder, causing the Suit to drop his gun. Carl paused before
firing again, taking his time to get the aim right.
When he squeezed the trigger this time, a red hole appeared in the Suit’s chest. Not dead-centre; slightly
to the right, but close enough to centre that Carl doubted the man would survive it.
The Suit keeled down and slumped, and Carl paused to ensure that the other Suit wasn’t about to burst
through the door after him. Gunfire right behind him indicated that he wouldn’t. The other Suit was
apparently coming down the elevator, and Susan and Henry were firing on him.
Carl spun around and took refuge behind the other crates; facing the stairwell left his back exposed to any
shots the Suit might get off. He peeked out from the crates and saw a black sedan on the elevator, its windows
already broken glass. Carl couldn’t see the Suit himself, though. Was he hiding behind the car?
“Did you kill him?” Carl asked.
“I don’t think so,” Susan said. “He’s hiding behind the car.”
“Can he activate the elevator from there?”
“Not without leaving cover.”
So they had him trapped? That was good news. Carl looked around for cover off to the sides, seeking a
way to flank around the car. There wasn’t much; anything that could have been used for cover had been
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placed in the centre as part of the fort. All that was left was the huge time-stripping machine itself – which was
too round to be effective as cover – and a couple of doorways. Whether those doors would be open or locked
Carl didn’t know, and didn’t want to find out while being shot at.
The top of a head appeared over the front of the car and was answered by the cracks of gunfire from
Susan and Henry.
Which of them hit the mark Carl didn’t know, but the effect was obvious. As the elevator stopped
descending, a body tumbled out from behind the car, missing the top of its head.
There was silence. The three of them waited for some additional attack; that had seemed too easy.
Horrible, horrifying, but not all that hard really. Perhaps they’d intended to distract everyone with the elevator
ploy, and once Carl killed the Suit that came down the stairs all their plans were ruined.
Or maybe they were just shit tacticians.
Either way, after a brief pause they checked the car, found no more attackers, and concluded that the
attack was, in fact, over. They’d saved the machine. Saved the world, if Henry’s hyperbole was to be believed.
The curtain should have come down there: the bad guys were dead, the good guys had won (and all
survived), but unfortunately the story wasn’t done. The loose ends remained.
Henry, Susan, and Carl were now in a secret underground bunker with two corpses and they couldn’t
exactly call up to have the police take them away. Henry discovered that the phone lines had been cut, and
there was no mobile phone reception in the underground lab, so Henry left to call head office.
Whether they had a division for dealing with corpse disposal Carl didn’t know. Wasn’t sure he wanted to.
Henry talked about science as good and noble; that it was the application that made it evil. How did that hold
up if Henry’s own employers had a way to make two murders disappear?
And how had the Suits known about the lab to begin with? Presumably there would be some kind of
investigation, but Carl couldn’t imagine what it would look like, apart from that it would have to be illegal.
Henry left to make his call and Carl and Susan remained. They couldn’t be sure more Suits weren’t on
their way, for one thing, and Carl didn’t really have anywhere else to go anyway.
And yet, despite all his heroics, Susan still didn’t seem that interested in him. She was friendly, even so far
as pleasant, now that their lives weren’t in direct danger, but she didn’t leap into his arms and Carl couldn’t
think of any way to transition from “I just murdered someone for you” to “Let’s make out”. How did it always
seem so natural in Hollywood films? Kill the bad guys, save the world, get the girl. That was the way it went.
Susan had retreated to Henry’s office to tinker with something, or maybe just escape Carl for a while.
When she returned, she even thanked him. “Thanks for everything, Carl. I know you didn’t have to… do what
you did.”
Carl shrugged, trying to downplay his heroism. “Can’t let the bad guys win.”
Apparently it worked, because she nodded her thanks instead of leaping on top of him. “Well, thanks.”
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He was quickly forming the opinion that he and Susan had little to nothing in common. So much for
romance, but at least he’d had an adventure. That had to count for something against the tedium of his usual
life.
Susan stopped beside him. “Thanks for everything, Carl,” she said again.
“Really, it’s okay,” he said. She gave him a blank look. “You don’t have to keep going on about it.”
“Keep going on?” Now she sounded offended.
“Yeah. You thanked me about a minute ago.”
“No I didn’t.” Was she being deliberately contrary? Or telling the truth? Was this like what had happened
in the café when he’d opened the briefcase? Except he hadn’t opened the briefcase this time.
Was he about to start bouncing back and forth through time?
Apparently his astonished face was enough of a clue for Susan to put the pieces together. “I think you’ve
finally absorbed all of the Time you encountered.”
“Huh?” he said.
“Your body has adapted to the extra Time you released from the briefcase.”
“Which means what?”
“That you can see a little way into the future. You encounter a bit more time than most people.”
Oh. That sounded like a useful sort of ability to have, if he were a spy or an assassin or something. It was
less important for a manager of a trucking company and since Carl wasn’t that keen on changing into the fields
of contract killing, it did seem like a wasted talent.
Although…

If Carl tries to use his newfound powers to seduce Susan, turn to page 316.
If Carl changes careers, send “Life Shift”. (become assassin)
If Carl does something else, tell me what!
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He was definitely dead if he let Edwina set the pace, so fast it was. He’d just have to hold on with his one
good hand and hope for the best. That hadn’t worked out very well for him so far, but who knew? Perhaps this
time it would be different. After all, he’d created a saddle for a giant wombat: the day wasn’t all bad.
Carl gathered both of the reins in his left hand, paused to gather courage, and then kicked Edwina as hard
as he could with both heels.
The effect was immediate. Edwina gave up all appearance of being a docile beast and instead became a
rock with rockets attached: she raced forward faster than Carl could run. It wasn’t easy to stay on top while
she ran; unlike a horse she wasn’t naturally a riding animal. And unlike a horse, Carl didn’t have a proper
saddle.
Nonetheless, he stayed on. The crowds paused to look and kept out of his way as he raced down the
backstreets toward the hospital. At this pace, it would only be ten minutes until he was there. He could do
that. He could stay conscious that long.
The jolts hurt his arm, which Carl kept up and away from his body, but after a while his strength began to
fail him and he had to let the arm drop back down.
About a street away from the hospital, Carl began to think about stopping. Anywhere here was fine; he
couldn’t expect Edwina to put him right on the doorstep and it was better to stop safely and walk than it was
to hope to stop closer and fail at it.
So he pulled back on the computer cords attached to her ears that served as reins and hoped that Edwina
would understand to stop.
She didn’t. That was a shame. Instead she tried to veer both left and right at the same time, though this
only made her meander across both lanes of the road. It seemed she’d understood that when something
tugged on one of her ears she was to turn in that direction, but tugging in both just confused her.
What else could he do? If pulling her head back didn’t cause her to stop, and kicking her had made her
run faster, what else could he do?
Jump. That was what. Either he jumped or he stayed on her back until she stopped by herself. But she’d
been running along for the last few minutes without him kicking her, so it may well be another five minutes
before she decided to slow or stop on her own accord.
So, jump it was, then.
Carl watched the ground passing beside him and practiced – in his mind – the leaping off and the landing
then, when he was close to the hospital (he was still half a street away, but unless he forced Edwina to turn
the corner at high speed this was as close as he’d get), Carl leapt off.
He jolted badly when he hit the ground, lucky as he was to hit the ground with his feet at all, but the
impact sent a bolt of pain through him and into his arm, which lanced and burned and froze all at once.
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Intense pressure, like a pimple fit to burst, then the hot release of blood or fluid. Something hot and wet like
liquid fire spread out from his arm, which didn’t seem to be a good thing to happen.
Carl didn’t have long to worry about it, though, because the pain was forcing him down, down, toward
the ground, toward darkness, toward…
Maybe he’d just have a little nap here…

The End.
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They were clearly hiding something, but there was nothing else Carl could think of to say that would
reveal it. Whoever was there was either innocent – in which case they had nothing to hide – or better at lying
than Carl was at asking probing questions. So the only way to learn the truth would be to find it out for
himself.
“Sorry for wasting your time,” Carl said, and nodded with a false half-smile in apology. The wooden door
closed and Carl started away toward the driveway and the street. When he reached the carport, however, he
didn’t turn right and head back to the road. With a final glance at the door to ensure it was closed, Carl darted
left, past the black sedan, toward the green steel gate and the back of the house.
He’d find out what they had to hide. No secrets today.
Through the gate – which was much louder and scrapier than he’d have liked – was a stone path leading
to a patch of lawn. The entrance to the house was on a wooden decking. Carl climbed the steps and stopped
before the sliding glass door. The lounge room beyond seemed to be empty, so he opened the door and
stepped in.
The room was, indeed, empty, and next to it was another empty room, this one housing a billiard table.
“Who’s that?”
It was a woman’s voice. And it was in the next room.
Had whoever had unleashed this storm on the world started out as a petty kidnapper? Or had they put
their plans of mass chaos aside so they could kidnap someone? Either one sounded far-fetched, but so was
unleashing a storm in the first place so Carl let that go and cautiously entered the billiard room, checking in
every direction for danger.
There was an old-style wooden bar to the right of the billiard room, in front of a large window, and it was
from behind this that the voice had emerged. When Carl looked around the back, he found a woman tied hand
and ankle around the bar’s central support post. There were marks on her hands and stretchmarks on the tape
where she’d tried to pull free, but without success.
She looked familiar.
Oh! It was the woman from the café this morning. What was she doing here?
There was no tape on her mouth, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”
“Uh, same back at you,” Carl said. Somehow, she pulled off the rugged-sexy captive look when by all
rights she should have just been red and puffy.
“What are you doing here?”
“Snooping,” said a new voice, right behind him. Carl spun to find the voice’s owner so close behind him
that he almost bumped into him. The man was wearing a suit, and flanked by another man wearing a suit.
They’d managed to come up right behind him without him hearing a thing. Were they professional soldiers? Or
did they just have really good shoes?
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“Or so he claims,” the other Suit added. “But you two seem to recognise one another.”
“She bumped into me this morning and spilled my coffee all over me,” Carl said, “but apart from that…”
“Hm,” Suit number two said. “We should probably leave. If he’s curious enough to find us, even to sneak
around our back yard, others will as well. Once they’ve dealt with the city, that is.” Carl was surprised not to
hear malice in the voice. Almost regret. Had the destruction of the city been their fault? Were they sorry about
it? Why had they kidnapped this woman? And, oh yeah, who was she?
“Sorry, what’s your name?” Carl asked the woman.
“No talking,” a Suit said.
“You’ve caught me, right?” Carl asked. “I found you kidnapped a woman. You’re not about to let me go,
so can’t I know the name of my fellow captive?”
“I’m Susan,” she said.
“Nice to meet you,” Carl said.
“Excuse us?” Suit number one asked.
“Sorry, yes. How can I help you?”
“Just wondered whether you wanted us to shoot you or the lady?”
After a period of stammering, Carl said, “Why do you need to kill anyone?”
“Because you’ve seen our faces.”
Well, that was a very reasonable reason, really. They really were very good at saying the right thing that
left him nothing to say in return.
“Everyone at the lab has as well,” Susan said.
“We’ll get to them in time,” the Suit threatened, but Carl wasn’t sure he meant it. He actually had the
idea that this was all a bit of a bluff. Whoever these Suits were, they’d kept Susan alive instead of killing her.
They hadn’t shot him for breaking in. And they sounded resentful for whatever they’d done to the thousands
of people in the city. They had some respect for life, it seemed.
Clearly they hadn’t read the Evil Villain’s Handbook. Or had skipped the chapter on removing oneself of all
mercy and compassion.
Still, Carl couldn’t find any way to turn that compassion to his advantage. He might convince them not to
kill him, but he sure couldn’t turn the tables on his captors.
“Do you have any idea how generic your faces are?” Carl asked. “Average height, brown hair, dark suits.
You could be a hundred thousand men on any weekday.”
That seemed to satisfy the Suits, who pulled Carl to his feet and, instead of shooting him, tied him hand
and foot around a leg of the billiard table. Then they took his wallet and removed his driver’s licence before
dropping it on the ground beside him.
After that, there were retreating footsteps and an engine purring into life, and then silence in the house.
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“Did they just leave us?” Carl asked.
Susan sighed. “I think so.”
Well, that seemed like good news.
“Now we’ll never find them.” Somehow, being abandoned by her captors seemed to disappoint Susan.
Carl found himself nothing but relieved.

If Carl asks Susan about the Suits, turn to page 338.
If Carl asks Susan about herself, turn to page 308.
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“We shoot our way out,” Carl said, “jump the fence, and run back to the car.”
“Won’t people object to our running through their back yards?”
“Not today. Half the city’s been destroyed. I think that as long as we don’t set fire to anything no one will
pay us any attention, and maybe not even then.”
And so, with much courage and hope, Carl ensured the gun was still loaded and ready to fire then headed
for the sliding glass door in the adjoining lounge room. He tried to open it slowly, quietly, and it seemed to
work. The Suit didn’t look around, at any rate, so when Carl stepped out onto the decking, he had the gun
aimed squarely at the Suit and was ready to fire.
And, as soon as the man spotted him and reached toward his belt, Carl did.
The bullet hit the Suit in the leg, the second hit him square in the chest. Carl paused again, this time to
ensure that the other Suit wasn’t about to burst out of hiding and shoot at him. No one did, so Carl led the way
into the back yard.
If the other Suit had heard the shots – and Carl couldn’t believe that he hadn’t – then he’d probably go
out the same side door beside the gate and the carport, so Carl stuck to the left when he left the house, as far
from the side path as he could. He ran straight for the back fence at a sprint, then waited there for Susan.
She was only steps behind. Luckily, she’d decided to wear sensible shoes on the day she’d been
kidnapped, so the lawn didn’t eat her high heels and she had no trouble keeping up. She also had no trouble
accepting his hand up and over the fence.
Again, lucky she’d been wearing trousers instead of a skirt. That could have been awkward.
Carl was up the fence and over a second after her, and not a second too soon. As he ducked out of view, a
bullet tore into the steel fence where he’d been, and he saw another black-suited figure on the lawn, gun in
hand.
Then Carl dropped beneath the line of the fence, safe for the second. He burst into a sprint, Susan right
beside him, and soon they were in the house’s front yard, and then on Portrush Road. No need to stop
running, though. The Suit might not think twice about firing a gun in public on a day like this. Carl certainly
thought nothing of running down the street still holding the pistol in his hand.
He found Levenstein’s van where he’d left it, unlocked it, and climbed in. Susan got into the passenger
seat beside him and Carl started away as fast as possible. He didn’t see a Suit chasing them in the rearview
mirror, but that didn’t mean they’d escaped clean.
“Where are we going?” Susan asked.
“Back to the lab,” Carl said. “The police wouldn’t do us much good today, I’m afraid. Also I’m not sure how
I’d explain that an email from you in the future told me how and where to come. Well, not without sounding
like a crazy person, anyway.”
“How much damage is there from the timebursts?”
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“Plenty. The tallest buildings in the city have fallen. Some of them hit others on the way down. The radio
probably has the latest reports.”
Susan reached forward and switched on the van’s radio and together they listened. The death toll had
reached ten thousand, estimated. It would be days at least before they had a clearer number. The storm had
only extended as far as most of Adelaide; some of the north- or south-most suburbs had a light drizzle, but the
city centre and nearby suburbs took a battering.
And then there were the beasts.
Megafauna they were called. The radio threw around terms like diprotodon and procoptodon, but the gist
seemed to be that they were extinct giant animals. Big wombats and kangaroos and echidnas. Carl hoped to
avoid them; he had enough to worry about fleeing the kidnappers with their kidnappee.
They made it back to the lab without encountering any giant animals and Susan activated the secret
elevator and once more Carl entered the super-top-secret lair.
Levenstein hugged Susan and seemed genuinely happy to see her, but only for a moment. Then he was all
frantic business again, telling her that she had to send herself that email so Carl would know how to save her
before they all forgot.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Susan asked Levenstein as he logged on to her email. It was the first
time Carl had heard her sound anything less than sure of herself.
“That message has to get back somehow. Might as well be us.” Levenstein nodded for her to write
“So,” Carl said, “does that mean that you don’t have any choice about what you send? Because if you sent
anything else, it would have arrived as that other message. So you’re forced to send what you received this
morning, otherwise you risk a paradox.” Carl was quite impressed. He’d finally understood this time-travel
stuff.
“Not at all,” Levenstein said. “I don’t think the universe much cares about paradoxes. We’re not in danger
of tearing apart time and space, Mister Wickam, but to save myself half an hour of trying to explain concepts
that are far beyond you, but suffice to say that left to her own choice Susan will send the email I received and
I’m going to let her.”
Levenstein pointed the briefcase at the computer, then undid both latches. As Susan clicked Send, he
flashed the case open the tiniest crack for a fraction of a second. Golden light washed over the computer, but
instead of reflecting back it seemed to be absorbed into the chassis.
And then the light was gone and Levenstein was closing the clasps.
After everything that had happened, it seemed a bit anticlimactic. “That’s it?” he asked.
“Yes,” Levenstein said. “Well, hopefully. We’ve never actually tried this before because of the potential
for timebursts, but the theory is sound.”
“So what happens now?” Carl asked.
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Levenstein sighed and seemed to gather strength. “We prepare.”
“For what?”
“For those men to return. They know where we are. They attacked this morning. I don’t think they’ll give
up just because one of them is dead. They’ll come back here, attack again.”

If Carl stays with Susan and Levenstein and helps them prepare for the attack, turn to page 314.
If Carl takes this opportunity to leave the whole matter behind him, send “This is my exit”. (end of Main
Story)
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“Leave the lights on, then,” Carl said. “I’ll watch the elevator.”
“I’ll go to my office, then,” Henry said. Somewhat surly-ly for a distinguished man, Carl thought.
“I’ll go with him,” Susan said.
“Wait,” Carl said. “I need the briefcase.”
“What? What for?”
He doubted she’d like this part of the plan either. “That’s what they’re after, right? Well, I’ll threaten to
shoot it.”
Susan stared at him for a long time. So long that Carl thought maybe she’d frozen like that. Or she was
having difficulty judging just how stupid he really was.
“Look, your email said to trust me, right?” Carl said. Susan reluctantly nodded. “Then bring me that
briefcase. They’re not going to risk any harm to it.”
She sighed and huffed and said, “I hope you’re right.”
And so it was. Within another minute Carl had the briefcase and settled into his little crate fortress with
the other two Shooters, watching his Beaters loitering near the elevator. Other Beaters loitered near the stairs
behind him. Carl tried hard not to think of death and mortality and morbid things like that, but it was difficult.
If this went well, he’d become a murderer. If this went poorly, he’d become a corpse.
Kind of hard not to think morbidly when faced with that choice.
After half an hour, the elevator activated and began its slow trek downward. Carl sighted along his pistol,
ready to shoot the first sign of a person that he could see. A head. A shoulder. An arm. He didn’t mind.
Whoever was on their way down—
Was a car.
A black sedan. Presumably there was someone hiding behind it, but since it was still descending there was
no way to tell. He’d have to wait for the elevator to stop before the Beaters could come close enough to be of
use, and with that car to hide behind the Suit would be able to shoot a couple of them first.
That wouldn’t be a good start.
Carl heard bangs behind him, three of them. One was steely, the other two more like firecrackers.
Two corpses dropped by his feet, face-down. The other Shooters had been distracted by the elevator and
hadn’t been watching the stairs! It had been a bluff, and they’d fallen for it.
Carl spun, his gun pointed at the briefcase, to find the Suit framed in the doorway, still a few steps away
from the Beaters hiding behind the crates. “Drop the gun or I shoot the briefcase!” Carl yelled.
The Suit laughed. “Go ahead.”
Okay, so Carl’s bluff hadn’t worked as well as the Suits’. “I’ll do it!”
“I believe you.”
“I—”

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 304

Carl was somewhat rudely interrupted by more gunfire and the briefcase leapt out of his hands. It landed
heavily on the floor, because it was a heavy briefcase, and Carl dropped to pick it up.
It was fine. No bullet hole on it, no light spilling out. Perfect.
But the concrete floor was slightly chipped where it had hit…
No time to think about that. There wa—
Another gunshot. When Carl looked over, the Suit had his gun aimed at the ceiling. Had he fired just to get
their attention?
“I think the lab rats waiting behind these crates and boxes should drop their weapons and line up against
the wall.”
“Likewise the ones on this side,” shouted a voice from the elevator, which stopped with a resounding
glong.
Then there were footsteps coming toward him, from both directions. Also a lot of footsteps running away
from him toward the stairwell, so apparently the Suits had let the whitecoats not only live, but leave as well.
Lucky bastards.
Oh well, Carl still had his backup plan: open the briefcase at them. Shine the light at them like Medusa’s
head. That’d show them.
Carl undid the clips and waited, ready, for when the Suit from the stairs poked his head above the line of
crates. Equally ready to shine the briefcase upward if the Suit from the elevator reached him first.
It was the Suit from the elevator that reached him first, appearing at the gap in the crates with his gun out
and pointed at Carl, ready for any attack.
But he wasn’t ready for this!
Carl flung the case open and watched…
Nothing.
No golden light. Nothing turning the Suit to stone. Nothing at all. Just an empty, heavy briefcase.
Had Susan switched them? Given him a decoy? Or had he used up all the light when he’d peeked inside at
the café?
“You don’t pay much attention, do you Carl?” the Suit said.
“You see we,” the other Suit added, from the other side, “we pay attention.”
“We noticed you at the café, when you tripped us. That took either a remarkable amount of on-your-feet
thinking or some kind of precognition.”
“And being as we know that that briefcase is supposed to hold Time… it wasn’t much of a leap to imagine
that you knew what to do in the café because you’d done it before.”
“What confuses me, though,” the first Suit said, squatting beside Carl and idly pushing all the nearby
pistols out of his reach, “is why you opened the briefcase at us. Why did you think sending us back in time by
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five minutes would help you win this battle. You knew what the briefcase would do. Why give us the
advantage?”
Now that they mentioned it, yeah. He had known that, hadn’t he?
Still, apparently Susan had given him the real case. She’d trusted him. Should he be glad about that? And
he’d opened it at them, and sent them back in time, and they’d attacked again, but this time there was no
more Time in his briefcase. All used up.
“Don’t misunderstand,” the second Suit said, “we’re glad you did.”
“Oh, absolutely. And, to be fair, the first time your group put up quite a battle. Well, more of a battle.
Those men with clubs were a damned silly idea; did you think we wouldn’t spot them?”
“And you shot the briefcase yourself, which was how we knew it was indestructible.” The second Suit had
the briefcase in his hands. Carl hadn’t even realised he’d let it go. “Fascinating, really,” the Suit said. “We knew
it was divorced from Time, but I hadn’t put together that that would mean that it was completely, atomically,
impervious to harm. Had to shoot it myself this time; couldn’t resist.”
“And doing things over meant we didn’t even kill anyone, which is nice.”
Why were they chatting away like this?
“What do you want?” Carl asked. It was more syllables than he thought he’d be able to say, so that was a
plus.
“The briefcase’s contents, which we have.”
“And any others that Levenstein happens to have made,” the other added.

If Carl agrees to help the Suits, turn to page 315.
If Carl tells Henry and Susan to run for it and attempts to delay the Suits, send “Last Ditch”. (attacks Suits;
Henry and Susan run for it, but the other Suit shoots them both. Carl dies)
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Still, as nice as the universe’s attempts to repopulate the shattered city with those from other times was,
Carl thought he should probably try to find the experts. Since he had no idea who the experts were, though,
he’d settle for Renard and Tobias. At least Tobias had…
Said he’d travelled through time.
And now people were travelling through time and arriving here. And that animal, the one that looked like
a rhinoceros-wombat hybrid, could that be an evolutionary offshoot of modern wombats, or maybe their
ancestors? Were they being invaded by another time?
Was the briefcase responsible for all of this? How could it be? But then, how could any of this be? And it
had happened exactly when Tobias had opened the case.
Wow. That woman at the café really hadn’t been overstating things when she’d told him not to open the
briefcase. Maybe next time she’d even go to the bother of putting a lock on it, though; that might be nice.
“How can I contact officers Renard and Tobias?” Carl asked the policeman. He’d followed him out here,
staring once more at the desolate cityscape.
“Radios still work,” the cop said.
“Well, get radioing,” Carl said, when the man didn’t take further action.
A minute later, Carl had an address: they were at the Wakefield Hospital, trying to shift the rubble from
collapsed sections and rescue wounded. Carl set off there at a fast walk. He saw something that looked like a
large kangaroo, but it didn’t pay him any attention so Carl left it alone and it did him the same courtesy. And
one woman from the past asked him for directions to the nearest police station, which he gave.
The front of the hospital was still fine and attached, and overflowing with emergencies, but the Hutt
Street side of the building had collapsed. Presumably Tobias and Renard were somewhere inside, and from the
crowd at the front, going in via the collapsed section was the only way to go.
So Carl went. He climbed the wreckage, found a crack big enough to climb through, and made it into the
hospital. From there, he ran through the corridors ignoring the screams of the trapped and dying until he saw
two men in uniform at the start of a human-chain that was removing chunks of wall from the hallway.
“Tobias!” Carl said.
Tobias seemed to only slightly recognise him. “Wickam, right?”
“Right. What happens next?”
“How should I know?”
“You were in a jungle and we have jungle-creatures. You were in horse-and-cart-land and now we have
visitors from eighteen-thirty-eight. Where was the other place you went?”
Tobias shook his head and either ignored or didn’t notice the weird looks everyone but Renard was giving
him. “I don’t know. Sometime early to mid nineteen-hundreds.”
“And the storm lasted an hour? And then the creatures appeared?”
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“What are you getting at,” Renard said, still lifting rocks and throwing Carl dirty looks because he wasn’t.
“And these people started appearing an hour after that,” Carl said. Tobias looked like maybe he
understood, but Renard didn’t so Carl said, “They’re creatures from each of the time periods he visited. And
there’s one more, in…” Carl checked his watch. “…about twenty minutes.”
“And then what?” Tobias asked.
“I don’t know. I’m making this up as I go. But if we at least know when they’re from, we might be able to
warn 307eople—”
Tobias grabbed Carl by the shirt and, for a second, Carl thought he was about to be punched in the face
again. Then Tobias let him go. He looked confused.
“What was tha—” Carl began, and then the ceiling collapsed behind him and a chunk of rock easily big
enough to kill him landed right where he’d been standing before Tobias grabbed him.
Tobias didn’t look at all as impressed with himself as Carl would have been.
“Did you just save my life by seeing into the future?” Carl asked.
“I…” Tobias looked somewhat unsettled by whatever he’d seen. “How do you know all this?”
“Because I’m paying attention. Yes buildings are falling and there’s weird creatures walking the street, but
am I the only one in this city asking ‘why’?”
“Yeah, you are,” Renard said. “The rest of us are trying to help the wounded. You know, save lives and
that.”
“Yeah. Short-sighted. Tobias, we can prevent more deaths by preparing the city for what’s to come than
we can save lifting rocks.”
“Tobias, you’re not listening to this, are you?” Renard asked.
“Shut up, cliché,” Carl told him, staring intently at Tobias.
“What do you suggest, Mister Wickam?”

If Carl and Tobias head to the worst disasters and try to evacuate wounded using Tobias’s precognition to
avoid death, send “Small scale”. (save some)
If Carl and Tobias head to the emergency headquarters and try to coordinate the city-wide rescue effort,
send “Large scale”. (save many)
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“At least they left us alive,” Carl said, trying to lighten the mood. “They could just as easily have shot us in
the head.”
“There is that,” Susan agreed from behind the billiard table.
Carl started trying to unpick the gaffer tape from his wrists. It was awkward, but his index finger could just
reach the edge of the tape. Not enough to grab hold of it or tear it off, but enough to tease it. In time, he
might unravel it all.
“So, how did they catch you?” Carl asked.
“They chased me. I had a brilliant plan on switching briefcases with a sap at a café, but he chose that
moment to drink his coffee so I had to abandon that plan. After that, they chased me down, brought me back
here, and opened the briefcase.” She said that like it should mean something to Carl, which it didn’t.
“What was so important about the briefcase?”
“Are you planning on idly chatting away all day?” she snapped.
“I’m working on the tape, too, but essentially yes. I don’t have anything better to do while tied up, so I
thought we might as well chat. Are you some sort of briefcase-courier?”
“I guess you did get yourself kidnapped because of me,” Susan said. “I’m a junior researcher at the
Marshall-Barney Research Institute.”
Carl had never heard of it, but then he probably hadn’t heard about any research institutes. “Junior
researcher? What does that entail? Fetching the lunches, delivering the boss’s briefcase?”
“Dumbing it down enough for you, Carl, we’re trying to split time atoms.”
Right. She was crazy, then. Crazy and hot. That could be an advantage, but Carl doubted it. At least she
was still tied up and couldn’t hurt anyone.
“Have you had any success?”
“Some. We kept the separated Time particles inside the briefcase I was trying to protect. When they
opened it, they released them which is what has caused this storm and everything else that I assume is
happening.”
“What else do you assume is happening?”
“I don’t know. Doctor Levenstein said there would be timebursts, random objects pulled from points in
the past and brought into our now, but it was only a theory. It would account for the rain, though.”
Carl had managed to unwrap a corner of the tape enough to bite it and pull. Susan apparently heard the
sound.
“How’d you do that so quickly?”
“The pool table leg is thinner than the bar,” Carl said, “and my fingers are longer than yours. Put them
together, and I can reach the tape better than you can. Now tell me something about yourself, something nice
and boring and trivial, while I chew this tape off.”
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Carl reached his head around the pool table leg to unwrap the tape, then had to duck around the other
side to continue the unravelling.
“Are you trying to hit on me?” Susan asked.
“Look,” Carl said, spitting the tape out, “my mouth is going to be occupied for a few minutes. We can wait
in silence or you can monologue. Your choice.” Then he went back to freeing his hands.
“Uh… I’m twenty-one. I studied physics at uni, earned my PhD last year and was hired by Marshall-Barney.
Look, this feels like a dating video.”
Wow. Susan really sucked at small talk.
“Fine. Why physics?”
“I was interested in how the world works.”
The world worked? That was news to Carl. Especially today.
“And you had to go and break it?” Carl asked.
“We didn’t… Yeah, I guess we did. Henry – Doctor Levenstein – would say that it was science’s job to
discover things; that the morality of their use or abuse was best left to politicians and philosophers.”
Carl had nearly got all the tape off. He was down to the final layer, which was pulling out all his arm hairs
as he went. “But you don’t agree?”
“I don’t think it’s that easy to blame someone else for something you’ve created. You can’t make a gun
and then assume that no one will ever fire it. Of course, on the other hand you can’t make a gun and then
delete all designs for it and hope no one else will ever think of it. Science will get there in the end; if it’s not
you who make the breakthrough, it could be someone irresponsible.”
Ah. His arm-hairs gone, Carl had freed his hands. “Or someone irresponsible might just steal it.” Carl
started on his legs.
“We still don’t know how they knew about it.”
“‘It’ what?”
“The lab. They attacked the lab this morning. I had just enough time to grab the briefcase and I ran for the
back door. They chased me all the way into the city, where I dumped my car and tried to lose them on foot. I
think you know how that worked out.”
Carl freed his legs and ran into the kitchen for a knife, then behind the bar. Within a minute, Susan was
free. She looked thankful, but women like Susan didn’t show their thanks by wrapping themselves around the
nearest man. More’s the pity.

If Carl goes with Susan back to the lab, turn to page 318.
If Carl parts ways with Susan, send “Too Dangerous Around You”. (end Main Story)
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“Honestly, Carol,” Carl said, “I think your chances of finding a policeman today are slim. When you arrived
here, you sort of brought a lot of destruction with you. They’re still trying to clean it all up. But don’t worry, I’ll
take care of you.”
Carol looked suspicious of that. Odd. Carl had thought that people from the past were all gullible idiots.
His grandfather sure had been, until he’d killed him.
“Today isn’t a good day to try to work this out for yourself,” Carl said. “But since I think you’re stuck here,
you should probably have some kind of guide. I offer my services, madam.”
This level of formality seemed to have a more desirable effect. “Very well, then. Lead on.”
Carl did. He led on to his shiny new car parked just outside the gates, opened the door for Carol, and
drove at reckless pace toward his house. She stared in horror at the desolate city. “Was it always like this?”
“No. Only for a few hours before you arrived,” Carl said.
“What caused all this?”
“No idea,” he lied.
“We should help.”
Carl didn’t really want to help. But he did want to seduce a woman from another century, so he turned
the car toward the worst of the destruction and they lent a helping hand. It was like trying to empty the sea
with a bucket – pointless, time-consuming, hard – but Carol seemed to enjoy doing something to help. She
even lifted rocks herself and applied cold compresses. A very capable woman, it seemed, now that she’d
escaped the shock of the city.
And then, an hour after Carol had first appeared, the world changed.
Oh, it was all still there, after a fashion. But some of the buildings reverted to their pre-destroyed
versions. That was odd. Odder was that, minutes later, their doors opened and floods of people from
nineteen-twenty-seven flooded out.
The timebursts were getting bigger, pulling entire buildings out of the past, complete with their
inhabitants. There were cars, too: old-fashioned leather-topped ones with skinny tires and funny horns.
Oh, and Carl could now see through time. That had happened too.
It was hard to explain exactly how it worked, in the same way as describing what the mind’s-eye was: Carl
could see what would happen in response to any one of his actions. He also had the sense of events coming
toward him, which gave him the option to either let it happen or divert to some other path.
Currently he could see that by staying in the city another hour or two, his good deeds would have made
up for his arrogance at Carol’s first appearance, and he could bed her tonight. He could feel the right words
waiting there in the future for him.
But that wasn’t his only option.
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The Suits were waiting for him at his house, hoping to ambush him. He knew that, but… but after that it
all got fuzzy. He couldn’t see the exact consequences of it because every time he tried it was like trying to
watch three televisions at once. There was too much happening, he couldn’t keep it all in mind.
Presumably that was because one of the Suits had also acquired a briefcase of his own.
Still, it had taken Carl a while to master his precognition, and he’d had a couple of hours more than these
Suits to do so. Presumably he could see farther into the future. That should give him an edge, but that edge
wouldn’t last forever. If he waited even another few hours, he’d lose it.
They already had guns, which somewhat lessened Carl’s advantage. Time would eradicate it completely.
And he had no doubt that the Suits would be looking for him. If he never went home, they wouldn’t just
let him go. They’d track him. A confrontation was probable. Carl might be able to avoid it using his
precognition, and eventually they might even give up, but he couldn’t conquer anything. He’d have to hide for
the rest of his life.

If Carl stays to help the rescue effort and lives the rest of his life in hiding with Carol, send “American
Dream”. (runs away, settles down, the end)
If Carl goes home, confronts his nemeses, and tries to kill them, turn to page 332.
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Of course he could open it again. And maybe this time, when he went back in time he could warn them
about the awful storm that was about to hit. They could broadcast for everyone to stay away from the city and
get under cover.
He’d make it all right.
Carl plucked the briefcase from beside his foot, undid the clasps, and opened it, ready to bathe once more
in the golden light.
There was none.
The briefcase was empty. Carl looked for hidden pockets or, failing that, a name written on it. There were
none. It was a plain, empty briefcase. Whatever the golden light had been, it had escaped now. There wasn’t
any more for him, which meant he wouldn’t be travelling through time again any time soon.
There didn’t seem to be any point in keeping the briefcase with him now, so Carl left it on the table.
Then the Move It, Buster! building collapsed entirely. It had been slowly lilting away from them, but now
the gradual shift had picked up speed and the whole building rolled downward like someone fainting. It tried
to kick up dust, but the storm was so thick that they beat it down into mud before the dirt had a chance to
plume or expand.
That girl at the café had really been serious when she’d told him not to open the briefcase. But then, what
else could he have done? She must realise he’d have opened it eventually. If she didn’t turn up to claim it,
what else was he supposed to have done?
And on that note, what was he supposed to do now?

If Carl waits out the storm in the café, turn to page 346.
If Carl flees the city, send “Through the Storm”. (drive away somewhere; dunno)
If Carl does something else, send it in!
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Night-vision gear was susceptible to light, wasn’t it? So if Carl could shine the flashlights into their faces
he’d blind them!
The only flashlights were inside the Shooters’ barricade, though. Screw it; he knew roughly where it was.
Carl jumped over the boxes, hitting a corner of one and landing poorly on something that felt like a body
and was probably a corpse. He tried not to think about that and instead scrambled on the ground for a
flashlight.
There!
He grabbed it, flicked it on, and swung it around. There! He spotted one of the Suits and shined the light
right in the man’s face.
He didn’t drop to the ground or claw at the device on his face, annoyingly. He didn’t seem to be focussing
right on Carl, which was a plus, but he certainly didn’t look blinded or in pain.
The Suit pointed his pistol vaguely in Carl’s direction. Carl redoubled his effort to shine in right in the
man’s face, but it already was. And the man wasn’t blinded.
Did modern technology compensate for sudden flashes of light? Were all those American TV shows lying
to him? This was always how you got the drop on bad guys wearing night-vision gear.
The Suit fired. It missed Carl, but his flinch was enough for the light to go off the Suit’s face, and his next
shot a second later didn’t miss.
Carl assumed it must have hit him in the centre of the chest, because that was the part of himself he
couldn’t feel and now he was on the ground staring at the dull concrete ceiling.
The sounds continued around him, but dulled. Unimportant. Screams. Gunfire.
Eventually it faded completely, and there was silence, and darkness, and the cold.

The End.
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The remaining Suits were coming back here? How many were there? Who were they working for?
Didn’t matter. Susan still needed him, and Levenstein too he supposed, so Carl wasn’t going anywhere.
On the plus side, at least Susan and Levenstein weren’t looking to him to solve everything any more. Now that
the email had been fulfilled, Carl was off the hook. He could let them make all the important decisions.
“If you need another hand, I’m here,” Carl said.
“Thank you, Carl,” Levenstein said. He looked like he was about to say more and was trying on various
sentences in his mind, but none of them must have fit because he repeated, “Thank you.”
“I don’t suppose we can call the police about this? I mean, they attacked before, so we it’s justified. And
it’s not like the kidnapping where we couldn’t say how we knew where they were.”
“Theoretically, yes, we can call the police,” Levenstein said. “In practice, however, that would expose the
existence of our machine to the world, which I’m not ready to do yet. Also, the only reason this machine isn’t
illegal is because everyone still thinks it’s impossible.”
“Isn’t it worth it, to save our lives?”
Levenstein searched around with his eyes for a moment. “Possibly. Listen up everyone!” he shouted. The
worker-techs stopped twisting dials or whatever they did and assembled in front of Levenstein. “Carl, Susan,
and I are going to stay behind to guard the machine in case those men come back. The rest of you are to close
down your stations and evacuate immediately. Security, you can leave us your guns on the way out please.”
That seeming to be the end of the speech, the whitecoats hurried back to their stations to finish off
whatever they had to. One removed the duplicate briefcase from the machine and put it in Levenstein’s office.
“Okay,” Carl said. “What happened the last time they attacked?”
“They came down the elevator, broke Penelope’s arm, and threatened to shoot anyone who moved,”
Levenstein said. “Susan grabbed the briefcase out of the machine and legged it up the emergency exit. They
chased after her. I think that was about when you came in.”
“And you haven’t improved security since then? Changed the access codes or whatever?”
“I doubt they used access codes, Carl.”
“We can’t assume they’ll come in via the elevator again,” Susan said. “They know about the rear stairs
now. We’ll have to guard both.”
The last of the whitecoats disappeared up the stairs. “Can we lock the elevator down here?” Carl asked.
“Not without cutting power to the whole facility,” Henry said.
“Which would make shooting anyone considerably harder,” Susan added. “What do you want to guard?”

If Carl guards the elevator, send “Just Like Before”. (shot from behind)
If Carl guards the stairs, turn to page 320.
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“Okay,” Carl said. “Henry and Susan are in Henry’s office. Just promise you won’t hurt them.”
“Why should we promise anything?” one Suit asked.
“We don’t need to hurt them,” the other said. “If they give us what we want.”
Ah. Carl wasn’t sure that that part would work out. Henry and Susan were very dedicated to not letting
the Suits have any pasticle-containing briefcases. They would probably die so the Suits wouldn’t get their
hands on it. Not that that would stop the Suits, of course. They’d just step over the corpses and search the
office. And they hadn’t had any trouble with the security system so far; Carl doubted a safe would stop them.
“Let me talk to them,” Carl said.
“No.”
“What?” But… everyone was letting him be the centre of attention today. Had the Suits not received the
memo?
“If we send you in there, you’ll probably have them fetch you a briefcase and then you’ll open it
yourselves. We can manage fine, thanks.” Carl just stared. Had he been dismissed? “You can go,” the Suit
clarified.
So yes. Yes he had.
Should he go? The only other option was to stay, but if he did that they’d no doubt fight – or just shoot –
him. But if he left, Susan and Henry were dead…
Ultimately, Carl picked himself up off the floor and wandered toward the stairs. There was nothing else to
do. He stopped to look back, and one of the Suits waved him away. He didn’t do it threateningly, but he was
holding a gun in his hand so Carl got the message: this is the end of your story. The rest doesn’t concern you.

The End.
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Although if he was honest, he could think of one more use for it. He could become a Casanova, and he
had the perfect place to start. Carl focussed on Susan. On what he should say to her, but he didn’t feel any sort
of sense or clairvoyance coming to him.
That wasn’t what it had felt like last time anyway. Last time he hadn’t even known it was happening, but
now that he did he could feel it in his mind like… like the sea wearing down rocks. The gradual shift of time.
So he reached inside and tried conversations. Somehow, it felt like having them in his head, but only
partly. Partly in his head and partly… somewhere else. Because apparently now his head contained more Time
than usual. That sounded a bit trippy and extra-dimensional to Carl, but what did he know? He just shot things;
Susan was the one who understood the equations.
After trying a couple of different ideas, Carl selected the one that panned out best. He didn’t foresee him
leaping into bed with Susan, but he could only foresee about a minute. Beyond that everything was too
distorted; like an image beneath water or threads that hadn’t yet been sewn into their pattern.
“Is your machine all right?” Carl asked.
Talking technical seemed to work. Susan fussed around checking parts of the huge doughnut. “I can’t see
any bullet holes, so I think it’s okay. Henry will have to have a proper look, though.”
“I thought you understood this all.”
“You’re giving me a bit too much credit there,” she said. “I understand the theory, in theory, but Henry’s
the only one who’s been able to make it work.”
“And yet you’re the one who grabbed the briefcase and legged it out the door when the time came.”
“Yeah, well.” She seemed keen to avoid that topic, which made Carl keen to talk about it. Especially since
she acted so cocky about pretty much everything else.
“So why did you do it?” he asked.
“Someone had to.”
“Why? And why you?”
“Because… Because have a look around this place. Do you think anyone else is likely to step up and take
charge? Henry would, but he’s too old and he knows it.” She stopped fussing with the machine and turned to
him. “The better question is why did you stay to help? This wasn’t your fight at all. You could have let it go.”
The future indicated that straight out truth – he’d followed the pretty girl – would lead her to believe he
was shallow and misogynistic, so instead he said, “As you said, someone had to. You came running in, looked
like you were in trouble. When I opened the briefcase and had a second-chance to help out, I took it. There
was clearly something weird going on.”
She snorted. “Yeah. And now we’re all murderers.”
“Or heroes,” Carl said seriously. She hadn’t appreciated it when he’d tried to soothe her. After growing up
without a mother, she’d become somewhat hardened. Toughen up. Find a solution.
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“Like you said,” Carl said, “someone needed to save the day. No one ever said heroism was glorious.”
“Gory more like,” Susan said. She went over to a work station and sat down. “I just wish… there had been
some way to get them in trouble without killing them. You know? Get them caught for the kidnapping or some
other crime.”
The two dead Suits staring at them didn’t help the conversation. “Keep busy,” Carl said. “Help Henry with
his machine.”
She flashed him a smile that was only half-faked, and more than half-hearted, and left to play with the
machine. Carl let her go. He couldn’t push too hard too fast.
As time went on, he discovered that he couldn’t push too perfectly either. If he anticipated her every
whim and mood, if he always knew the perfect word to say, she quickly grew suspicious. He needed to
presume too much at times, to say less than he could at others, to reassure her but leave her a little pain. If he
didn’t, she confronted him with accusations of manipulation.
Carl couldn’t have that. Especially since it was true. Susan knew that he could see the future. Any other
woman he could trick mercilessly, but not her. She was always on the watch for signs that he’d played their
conversations before, and sometimes Carl only avoided them because he pre-ran most of their discussions.
The corpses were taken away by some particularly clandestine part of the Marshall-Barney group, the site
industrially cleaned, and all the employees (and Carl) were sworn to secrecy, with a hefty bonus to ensure
their cooperation. Since most of them had already signed non-disclosure agreements they weren’t such a
security risk, but the Aldrin Associates took a long time with Carl drilling into him the necessity for security and
his obligations under the contract of silence he was about to sign and then could never see or refer to again.
Part of the contract was, unfortunately, making no major life changes, so he had to go back to work at
Move It, Buster! His explanations for why he’d missed the most important presentation of his career were
received better than they should have been, but then he was cheating a little bit.
It took the better part of a month to worm his way into Susan’s pants. She was exceedingly cautious,
doubly so of men, and triply (quadruply?) so of Carl. He convinced her to date him after a week or so of
friendly contact, but it was another five dates before she gave up the goods.

If Carl continues the relationship, send “Desperate”. (stays with Susan, but the relationship is twisted and
manipulative. Carl has no respect for her)
If Carl dumps Susan now that he has what he wanted, turn to page 401.
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Susan wasn’t throwing herself at him, but she also wasn’t running for the door or stabbing him with the
knife, so that was a plus.
“I assume you have a car?” she said.
“Uh, no, actually. Not here.”
“Right. I guess we’ll take a bus then.”
How to break this gently? No way, really. “The storm sort of ravaged the city,” Carl said. “I don’t imagine
the buses are still running.”
She sighed heavily, like this, too, was Carl’s fault. In reality, it was closer to her fault: she was the one
who’d been caught, and had made the briefcase in the first place. “Let’s walk then,” she said.
So they did. Not that Carl hadn’t done enough walking already today, but still…
After a few blocks, they found a convertible that had been abandoned with the storm, its doors wide
open, and helped themselves to it. The police wouldn’t worry about stolen vehicles today.
“I should warn you,” Carl said as he sat on the soaked seats, “there are some kind of prehistoric animals
around the place.”
“I’ll drive carefully,” Susan said like she was talking to an infant. She started driving. The lab was across
the other side of the hollowed-out city, and before they reached it more time travellers arrived. People this
time, from the year eighteen-thirty-eight according to the radio. No one knew how they’d come here.
“Well?” Carl asked Susan.
Susan looked furtive a moment, then said, “It’s the timebursts. When the kidnappers opened the
briefcase, some of the Time escaped, hit the atmosphere, spread. It’s pulling objects from the past. Henry
always stipulated the timebursts would start small and far in the past, but grow bigger and closer.”
“Like a storm from a million years ago, and then some animals from a couple of thousand?” Carl asked.
“And then people, yes.”
“Is it going to get worse?”
“I don’t know.”
“How big are we talking? These objects?”
It seemed Carl had found another subject Susan didn’t want to talk about. “Theoretically, they could be
anything,” she said. “People. Cars.”
“Buses?”
“Maybe.” She sounded annoyed now. “This is all theoretical.”
“You never experimented?” Carl asked. “You created briefcases that mess with time and never opened
one?”
“We… Henry saw the risks. So no. We didn’t open them. And before you ask, we don’t know how they
found our lab or knew what the machine did.”
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Susan seemed determined to kill the conversation, so Carl let it die for now and they drove on listening to
the radio. After half an hour, Susan turned off Grange Road and started weaving her way through the
backstreets and the warehouses. She seemed to pick the shittiest, most abandoned one and stopped inside it.
Carl followed her out of the car, wondering why they’d come here. Susan accessed a panel that looked like an
electrical box and a moment later, the whole floor began to descend.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a secret lab, for that matter? Or
fiddled with the trousers of time? It all seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The bland steel walls disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side. Who was Susan’s employer that they could afford… this?
A large machine occupied most of the room: a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high and
connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. The closest part of
the machine had a clear-plastic cube about a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this
cube was a briefcase.
What did that giant machine actually do?
When the elevator stopped, Susan hopped off and went straight toward a balding man with a long hooklike nose and chubby cheeks and hugged him. They exchanged well-wishes and a few technical words that Carl
assumed were discussing the timestorm. Eventually they remembered that he was there.
“And who is this?” the man, presumably Henry, asked.
“Carl,” Susan said, “this is Henry Levenstein.”
“Pleasure,” Carl said, because, well, what did you say when you were introduced to a mad scientist who
had his own subterranean lab and a dozen minions? Oh, and three men in security uniforms with pistols.
“I understand you rescued Susan. Thank you.”
“I was actually looking for the origin of the storm,” Carl said. It seemed this was not the right thing to say,
because Henry turned sour. Did he think Carl was accusing him of starting it?

If Carl blames Henry for the storm, turn to page 342.
If Carl doesn’t blame Henry for the storm, turn to page 392.
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“The stairs,” Carl said. It was unlikely that the Suits would try the same strategy twice. They’d come in via
the elevator last time; this time it would be the stairs.
“I’ll watch the elevator then,” Levenstein said.
“I’ll wait in the middle, I suppose,” Susan said. “See where they come down.”
And so it was. The three of them settled into their little crate fortress and tried not to think of death and
mortality and morbid things like that. It was difficult, especially for Carl. He was risking his life for, let’s be
honest, a pretty girl. This whole situation didn’t really concern him. He was here not because he had to stop
the Suits from playing with the fabric of time but because it seemed the best way out of his bland life.
They didn’t talk much. There was nothing left to say. Carl supposed he could try to chat Susan up, but it
hardly seemed the time or place. Better to wait until afterward, if he survived.
After half an hour, the elevator activated and began its slow trek downward. Susan spun to face it;
Levenstein clicked off the safety on his pistol. Carl kept his eyes fixed on the stairwell. The elevator could be a
bluff, designed to make them look the wrong way, and Carl wasn’t falling for it.
His wariness paid off. The door to the stairwell burst open and Carl saw one of the Suits. He was ready,
safety off, gun aimed, and as soon as he saw the suit and the straight-backed stiffness, he fired.
The first shot went wide, but clearly the Suit wasn’t expecting an ambush. Probably he’d expected all eyes
would be on the elevator. In any case, he didn’t have his gun aimed like Carl did, so Carl got off the second
shot in the battle as well. That one went into his shoulder, causing the Suit to drop his gun. Carl paused before
firing again, taking his time to get the aim right.
When he squeezed the trigger this time, a red hole appeared in the Suit’s chest. Not dead-centre; slightly
to the right, but close enough to centre that Carl doubted the man would survive it.
The Suit keeled down and slumped, and Carl paused to ensure that another Suit wasn’t about to burst
through the door after him. The slow grind of the elevator behind him didn’t help to relax him at all, but he
focussed on the stairwell.
After another ten agonising seconds, he turned toward the elevator. There was a black sedan coming
down it. Was there anyone inside it? Or behind it?
They waited.
The elevator reached the ground and stopped. Still nothing happened. Was the car booby-trapped? Or
was it empty? Had there only been the two Suits? If so, they were both dead.
After a minute, Carl summoned the courage to approach the car from behind. Susan mirrored him toward
its front. Together they’d sandwich anyone hiding behind it. Or they’d miss and shoot each other.
One… two… three!
With a nod, they both spun around and pointed guns… at nothing. There was no one crouched behind the
car for cover, and the car itself was empty.
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That had seemed too easy. Horrible, horrifying, but not all that hard really. Perhaps the Suit had intended
to distract everyone with the elevator ploy, and when Carl didn’t look over his plan was ruined.
Or maybe he was just a shit tacticians.
Or murdering his partner in crime had stopped him from thinking clearly.
Whatever, after a brief pause they concluded that the attack was, in fact, over. They’d saved the machine.
Saved the world, if Levenstein’s hyperbole was to be believed.
The curtain should have come down there: the bad guys were dead, the good guys had won (and all
survived), but unfortunately the story wasn’t done. The loose ends remained.
Levenstein, Susan, and Carl were now in a secret underground bunker with two corpses and they couldn’t
exactly call up to have the police take them away. Henry discovered that the phone lines had been cut, and
there was no mobile phone reception in the underground lab, so Levenstein left to call head office.
Whether they had a division for dealing with corpse disposal Carl didn’t know. Wasn’t sure he wanted to.
Levenstein talked about science as good and noble; that it was the application that made it evil. How did that
hold up if Levenstein’s own employers had a way to make two murders disappear?
And how had the Suits known about the lab to begin with? Presumably there would be some kind of
investigation, but Carl couldn’t imagine what it would look like, apart from that it would have to be illegal.
Levenstein left to make his call and Carl and Susan remained. They couldn’t be sure more Suits weren’t on
their way, for one thing, and Carl didn’t really have anywhere else to go anyway.
And yet, despite all his heroics and his double-homicides, Susan still didn’t seem that interested in him.
She was friendly, even so far as pleasant now that their lives weren’t in direct danger, but she didn’t leap into
his arms and Carl couldn’t think of any way to transition from “I just murdered for you” to “Let’s make out”.
How did it always seem so natural in Hollywood films? Kill the bad guys, save the world, get the girl. That was
the way it went.
Susan had retreated to Levenstein’s office to tinker with something, or maybe just escape Carl for a while.
When she returned, she even thanked him. “Thanks for everything, Carl. I know you didn’t have to… do what
you did.”
Carl shrugged, trying to downplay his heroism. “Can’t let the bad guys win.”
Apparently it worked, because she nodded her thanks instead of leaping on top of him. “Well, thanks.”
He was quickly forming the opinion that he and Susan had little to nothing in common. So much for
romance, but at least he’d had an adventure.
That had to count for something against the tedium of his usual life.
The corpses were taken away by some particularly clandestine part of the Marshall-Barney group, the site
industrially cleaned, and all the employees (and Carl) were sworn to secrecy, with a hefty bonus to ensure
their cooperation. Since most of them had already signed non-disclosure agreements they weren’t such a

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 322

security risk, but the Aldrin Associates took a long time with Carl drilling into him the necessity for security and
his obligations under the contract of silence he was about to sign and then could never see or refer to again.
Part of the contract was, unfortunately, making no major life changes, so he had to go back to work at
Move It, Buster! Not that this turned out to be half as bad as he’d feared. With the destruction of so many
buildings, there was a huge demand for freight transport, and the trucking business became quite lucrative.
Adelaide needed supplies to rebuild its city centre, for one thing, and Move It, Buster! was one of the
companies that ensured the materials arrived on time.
There was also housing to be built for all of the new residents because, just as Levenstein had theorised,
the timebursts pulled in big objects from the near past. Specifically, a couple of hundred people from
eighteen-thirty-eight, and a few thousand from nineteen-twenty-seven. And all of them required homes to live
in, and places to work.
And all of those buildings required raw materials to be transported here.
In fact, Carl’s life turned out quite well. He met a nice girl from eighteen-thirty-eight through some
volunteer home-building projects and they settled down together. After a few years, the events of the day had
mostly faded from memory and Carl forgot the face of the woman he’d killed to save. He still woke screaming
some nights, seeing the blood splatter over and over, or tormented by faceless men in dark suits, but he
wasn’t the only one with nightmares. Everyone had survivor’s guilt.
Luckily, though, there were survivors. Ernest – who Carl had completed forgotten about, what with all the
kidnappings – had been treated at the lab and then transferred to a hospital, and survived his injuries. He even
got a cool bionic claw-hand.
Life continued. He never found out what had happened with Levenstein’s research or what became of
Susan. Time travel was never made into a funky wristband, so he assumed that someone shut the project
down. Or someone was subtly manipulating the world with their precognition. Carl didn’t really mind either
way. It was all above him, beyond him, someone else’s problem.
Carl settled into his life, married his old-fashioned girl (Ernest was his best man), worked his way up
through Move It, Buster! (his poor presentation was all but forgotten in the storm’s horrors), and died of a
heart-attack at the age of sixty-eight.

The End.
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He should probably help out in the city, really. They needed all the helping hands they could find, he
imagined, what with the everything falling down and crushing the everyone. So he started walking toward the
city. The echidnabeast paid him no attention and, once he was sure this would continue to be the case, he paid
it no mind as well.
He’d made it about twenty minutes, or halfway to the broken and cracked city, when the man tumbled
out of the front yard, staring all around him. He was dressed in old-fashioned clothes, like something out of a
cowboy film but without the guns or the horse. Just… worker clothes from two hundred years ago.
And he looked about as intelligent as a farming hick as well. Whether he’d escaped a local mental
institute when the storm had struck or whether he really was from the past Carl didn’t know. But given today’s
events, somehow the former seemed less likely.
“Hi,” Carl said.
The man turned, shocked to find someone addressing him. His hands were out as if to push the whole
world away from him. “Who… Where am I?”
“Here’s a better question: what year is it?”
This seemed to confuse ye olde hick. “This a trick, mister?”
“No.”
“Year of our Lord eighteen-thirty-eight.”
“Wrong!” Carl said. He felt slightly manic after being the butt of the universe’s joke for so long. It was nice
to see someone else unsure of what the hell was happening for a change. “Two-thousand-and-eleven.”
First he stared. Then the hick, very slowly, smiled. “That can’t be right.”
“What’s your name, country boy?” Carl asked.
“Red.”
“Nice to meet you, Red.” Carl shook his hand. “You feel like helping with the rescue effort?”
“Uh… rescue effort?”
Carl clapped him on the back and led him toward the city and explained about the horrible storm, and the
weird giant creatures, and now his own arrival. By the end of the description, Red understood the need for
good workers helping the wounded, and he wasn’t about to let the fact that it was the wrong year stop him
from helping out.
Carl was approaching the city from the south-east, and the first building he came across that had fallen
was the Optus building that started off at ground floor white and ended up yellowed by the sun at the upper
floors. That the upper floors were now also on the ground – spread toward the city’s centre – didn’t stop them
being yellow, but their colour did provide a quick guide as to which floor it was supposed to be.
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They started on the white floors. The building had been half glass, all of which was smashed and
shattered. It provided easy ways into the building, but meant that placing a supporting hand anywhere was
dangerous. Carl started by trekking into the lower floors, which was where he found the firemen.
“Get out of here!”
“I came to help,” Carl said. “And I brought someone from the nineteenth century.”
The fireman was doing something complicated with what was probably the Jaws of Life. They looked like
big industrial scissors. “What?”
“You know about the animals?” Carl asked. “Well, now there’s guys from the past here as well. But he’s
keen to help, so I thought we should. What do you want us to do?”
The fireman clearly bit back a response that involved swearing, then considered his position: things were
bad all over. There would be no help coming for him. No replacements. They needed all the help they could
have, even if it was a man who was ranting about time travellers. “Start from the top of the building. Move
carefully. Don’t hurt yourselves, don’t make anything collapse. Look for survivors. If you find any, tell them to
keep still and let me know.”
Carl exited the building and reported the plan to Red, who was staring at the shiny lights on the fire
engine parked beside the building. Given a task, Red was all work. He moved through the building with all the
enthusiasm of someone who did manual labour for a living: strong and sure and not at all like Carl, who
followed behind hoping he wouldn’t have to lift anything heavy and trying not to fall over into the broken
glass.
The top floor was empty of the living. There were corpses, but it seemed best to leave those alone for
now. Someone would come to clean that up later. There could still be people alive and they wouldn’t last long.
The next floor was too collapsed to safely enter, as was the one below it. The next one was okay, but it
was bizarre walking through office space that was vertical instead of horizontal. Of walking into the side of a
building that had fallen straight over and seeing the floor extend up beside you, bare, while all of the desks
and chairs had fallen onto what had once been the window but was, in fact, the ground.
For that reason, there wasn’t much to really check in the big-open spaces. Everyone who had been alive
could either have clawed their way out by now or had died inside the pile. Carl and Red climbed over it,
checking around for other rooms or bathrooms that might hold survivors. It was slow work.
Then the rubble beneath him moved.

If Carl and Red fetch the firemen to dig out the survivor, send “Obey the Rules”. (essentially 347)
If Carl and Red attempt to dig out the survivor themselves, turn to page 347.
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On the whole, though, fighting back probably wasn’t for the best. If this creature was really hungry, surely
it would have made more of an effort to chase him down. That it hadn’t indicated that – for now – he might be
safe. He wasn’t about to jeopardise that by punching it in the face and provoking it.
So Carl lay still. Honestly, it was just about the best thing ever. His legs hurt – immensely, passionately, allencompassingly – even when he was still, but at least it was better than dragging them along the ground. And
now that he’d stopped crawling away, fear had caught up and numbed his mind a little too.
The echidnabeast’s nose (proboscis?) poked around at Carl’s chest. Carl watched it as it headed
headward. It had a sticky tongue on the end, with which it probed his neck. It was rough against his cheek, and
he gagged when some of the saliva went up his nose. He was very careful to close his eyes well ahead of the
experience, both because he didn’t need his eyeballs licked and because he didn’t want to see where was
going to feel the sandpapery wetness next.
And then it was over. The echidnabeast seemed satisfied, because it stepped over him – but not on him,
thankfully – and headed on around the path. Perhaps it found an ant’s nest or something to its liking, because
it stopped a few feet away and examined the ground for a long time.
Carl considered moving, but lying here felt so damned good that he thought he’d just let that continue a
while longer.
Eventually someone called to him and Carl opened his eyes. Tony was back, standing ten feet away and
looking worried. Carl followed his gaze to the echidnabeast and sighed. Why was everyone a moron today?
“They’re fucking docile!” he shouted. “Now come help me.”
Tony approached, clearly ready to run away if the echidnabeast charged him or sneezed or blinked
heavily, and reached down for Carl. Reaching Tony’s car was another ordeal, because it involved Tony – after
trying all the other options, which were too painful – dragging Carl along the ground to the parking lot and
then pulling him into the car. Each jolt bumped his legs again and each bump increased the pain.
Carl was a bit worried that maybe he’d left it a bit long to seek medical aid, but they were in a car now!
What could go wron—
No! He hadn’t completed the thought. It didn’t count!
Tony climbed in the front and started away. The radio chattered away with information about the
animals. Apparently they were megafauna, and were supposed to be extinct for the last forty-thousand-odd
years. What they were doing here and how they’d arrived were still mysteries.
Carl could accept mysteries. They were fine. He didn’t care if he never found out anything ever again, so
long as they reached the hospital in time to save his life and, preferably, his legs.
“We’re here!” Tony shouted. Perhaps he’d thought Carl was asleep. Then Tony was out of the car and
running into the hospital. Carl let him go, assuming he’d be back in a minute with a stretcher or a wheelchair
or some kind of transport.
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He was, after a fashion. Two men lifted Carl out of the car and carried him sitting-style toward the
hospital’s main doors.
Which was when Carl saw that this, larger, hospital, was as overflowing as the last one.
“Critical?” someone shouted at him.
“Yes!” Tony yelled back.
Carl’s two carriers changed direction, so presumably someone had pointed the way. Within a minute Carl
was in an operating theatre. He wasn’t alone; there was surgery being performed on the table in the centre.
People began removing Carl’s trousers.
“What this time?” the lead surgeon asked, without pausing whatever he was doing to the other patient.
“Car accident. His legs.”
The surgeon glanced over, said, “Holy hell,” and abandoned the other operation. “Blood type?”
“Don’t know,” Carl said, since everyone was staring at him.
“We’re out of O negative, so take your best guess. What flavour do you want?”

If Carl picks A negative, turn to page 399.
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What was the right thing to do here? If they tortured him, he’d surely give up everything he knew about
the briefcase, about Levenstein, about the lab. Sure, these guys probably knew all of it but they’d torture him
to confirm it. And he might know something they don’t – like the three security guards with their pistols. If the
Suits attacked the lab again, those guards would be waiting.
Unless Carl cowardly told them about the guards.
On the other hand, Susan knew far more about the operation than he did. She actually… well…
understood all the things that the machine did with pasticles and why this was happening. If his death inspired
her to talk, how much devastation would that cause?
On a theoretical third hand, she would probably be better than him at holding her tongue. She was
certainly tougher than him. More composed. Sexier.
Wait, that last one wasn’t relevant.
And then there was the gentlemanly concern. Was the Right Thing to offer to die for her if that meant
she’d be tortured in his place? Or was it better to tell them to kill her so she wouldn’t suffer; was it better for
him to take the punishment for her?
On the whole, it was probably best to die quickly, wasn’t it? Given that these Suits would surely kill both
of them in either case, he should do the right thing and take the torture himself.
“Kill her,” Carl said.
“You bastard!” Susan yelled.
“She’s right,” said one of the Suits. “That’s hardly the gentlemanly thing.” He handed Carl’s gun to the
other, so they each now had one gun and Carl had less ability to tell them apart.
“Unless he thinks it’s better to die than to live through what we’re about to do,” said the other Suit.
Carl had made their stupid, cruel decision. Was he now expected to sit here as they decided whether to
follow through with it?
“He’s right,” the first Suit said. He put away his gun and brought out a strand of wire. Carl, meanwhile,
had been dragged out of the way by the other Suit and turned to watch. Not that Carl could look away.
As the Suit approached a screaming Susan and cut short her cries. Her arms and legs tied to the bar, she
couldn’t fight back. Couldn’t attack them. Couldn’t do more than spit out abuse. And once the wire was
around her neck, she couldn’t even do that.
When her body had slumped over, glassy eyes staring at the glasses on the bar, the Suits turned their
attention to Carl.
He told them everything. Everything he knew about the lab, about Levenstein, about the three new
security guards, about the machine, the secret elevator, the emails from the future, everything. He talked to
keep the sight of Susan’s corpse out of his mind, not that the real thing wasn’t right in front of him. He talked
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until he knew and they knew that he’d long ago run out of real things to say and was now working on
supposition and guesswork.
And at the end of it, he knew they would kill him. It was around the time he was trying to explain reversecausation or the emails from the future. Something in there made their faces change from attentive to
regretful. Something in there had sealed his fate.
Probably that part about how everyone at the lab knew exactly where they were right now.
The Suits couldn’t stay here. And unless they wanted to take Carl with them, his time was up.
It was that afternoon. Carl was taped to the billiard table. Susan’s corpse was presumably still behind the
bar, but he couldn’t see it. There was that, at least. The two Suits approached him looking sombre. And, being
that they were dressed in black suits, they looked like morticians.
“Sorry, Carl,” one said.
Carl had been looking at that one, so he hadn’t noticed the wire in the other’s hands, but he felt it around
his neck.
It was over quickly. There was that to be said about it. And he had no reason to struggle.

The End.
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She wouldn’t have wanted him to have come all this way only for the Suits to get the briefcase now. If
they’d betrayed them and attacked her, then there was only one thing left. Susan was gone, but her legacy
could remain: he had to make sure the Suits didn’t get the briefcase.
Carl ran for the stairwell and darted through the door just as the Suit coming out of the elevator started
to shout something. The stairwell was all concrete and steel, with nothing soft to fall on if Carl was shot. Not
great.
And if he ran down, they could just take the elevator and beat him there. He had to leave eventually. No.
He couldn’t go down. He had to defy expectations. Go up. Hope he lost them.
Carl raced up the stairs three at a time, pulling himself up with his free hand and trying desperately not to
think about what must have happened to Susan.
He’d made it up one flight of stairs – up to the forth floor – when he heard the door below him. He had
enough of a lead that the Suit wouldn’t have a clear shot at him. He just had to maintain that lead. Carl took
large, quiet steps, hoping the Suit would go down. From the sound, he hadn’t gone anywhere yet. He was
waiting down there, listening.
Then Carl heard footsteps coming up, and bolted. Whether it was a guess by the Suit or if Carl had done
something to give himself away didn’t matter now. The Suit knew where he was. Carl sprinted up. He had
another eight or so storeys before he ran out of places to go… and then what? The roof?
He didn’t know. He couldn’t think. Susan was gone. She’d always known what to do, and now she was
gone.
A glance down revealed that it was both Suits, not just one of them, and Carl redoubled his run, tripping
on the stairs. The concrete steps tore into his shin and his jaw hit a landing harder than he’d have liked. He
tasted blood, but if he didn’t get up right now and keep running he’d be tasting a lot more of it. The Suits were
fit, and advancing mechanically.
Carl scrambled to his feet, wiped off his scraped hands, and limped up more flights of steps. Then he ran
out of floors to ascend and met a closed door. He pulled it open and rushed out.
It was a dark and stormy night.
Wind tore at the top of the building. Fat drops of rain hurled themselves suicidally at everything. Carl
stumbled under the weight of the drops, bleeding, and sagged to his knees. This wasn’t how it was supposed
to be. He’d promised himself this wasn’t how it would be! He was supposed to save her! Supposed to keep the
briefcase safe! The emails from the future had said as much!
Seems he couldn’t trust himself. Would have been nice to know that earlier.
“Just hand it over,” said one of the Suits. They’d arrived at the top of the stairs and now stepped into the
gale and the rain.
“You can’t win,” the other said, appearing from the stairwell right after his twin.
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Did they choreograph that? The one-speaking-then-the-other? Or did they just spend way too much time
together?
Oh well. Everyone seemed to be speaking to him in cliché today, so he answered with a “Never!” as he
clamoured toward the roof’s edge.
“There’s nowhere to go,” a Suit reminded him.
Carl reached the edge and pressed his back against the shoulder-high brickwork. The soaking rain
continued to make the day thoroughly shit. Not that soaking rain had been the worst of it. He reserved that
place for when he’d let these bastards murder the beautiful girl, after all he’d done to protect her and her
work…
“I’ll open it!” he threatened, waving the briefcase at them like a sword. “Don’t think I won’t!”
That stopped them. They even shared a worried glance. They still did it in unison, but Carl couldn’t ask for
everything. Stopping their robotic advance was a good first step.
So to speak.
The Suits stared at him, ignoring the driving rain.
“I’ll do it,” he reiterated.
“No you won’t,” said a Suit, making up his mind.
“You wouldn’t dare,” said the other. And they restarted their advance. Carl only had a couple of seconds
before they’d reach him. Before they’d take it. And then… then it was all over. Then he’d have failed Susan
completely.
Nothing else for it…
Carl clicked open one of the briefcase’s locks.
Then the other one.
With a final grimace at the two suited figures sprinting to stop him and a last prayer to any sort of god (he
wasn’t fussy at this stage), Carl threw the briefcase open.
Nothing happened.
There was no golden light. No explosion of pasticles. The storm raged on. The Suits were still in front of
him, still running, and now hitting him, bearing him to the ground. One of them tore the briefcase from his
hand and examined it.
“What’s this?” he shouted.
“Your briefcase.”
“Why is it empty?”
Carl didn’t think this the right time to tell them he’d sent himself an email back through time. Especially
since it hadn’t worked. And, honestly, he wasn’t sure why it was empty. Presumably he’d used up all the Time
inside it.
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“You killed Susan!” he shouted at them. It didn’t answer any of their questions, but they might think that
that was his reason.
“What?” one Suit asked.
“No we didn’t,” the other said.
They were lying about it? Now? When they had him dead to rights, pinned on the roof in the storm,
unable to fight back? Could they not just tell him the truth before they killed him? Was that too much to ask?
“But we will,” the first said. “We came here with every intention of playing fair, Carl. It’s such a pity you
had to go and do this. Throw him off the edge.”
There was a lot in that last speech that Carl wanted to object to, but seeing as they were already picking
him up and heaving him toward the ledge, he didn’t think he had time so he cut right to the chase. “No!”
Then they dropped him and Carl felt his internal organs squash into one another. He couldn’t draw
breath. Couldn’t do anything. Could only watch King William Street get bigger as he fell. Rain drops stopped
hitting him, which was a plus, but there were so very many downsides to falling to his death that he hardly
noticed.
He turned to look back at the Suits as he fell, he wasn’t sure why – maybe to see if he could understand
why they’d done this – and saw lights on on the third floor.
A figure stood at the window, staring at the storm. Was it Susan? He couldn’t tell. Couldn’t stop to have
another look. Could only get a vague impression of the figure as he passed, but the shapes matched.
Then he hit the road.

The End.
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And he sure wasn’t hiding for the rest of his life. He’d come too far, murdered too many grandfathers,
defied too many laws of both time and common sense to back away from a fight like this. This… this was what
it was all about. What it was for. Two superpowered humans battling to the death for the right to rule.
There can be only one.
Having a woman tag along to his plan to commit murder seemed a bad idea, so Carl bade her farewell and
promised to look her up when this was all finished, saying he had important things to see to. It was true, in a
way, which made lying to her even easier.
Once again a free man, Carl climbed into his shiny new black sedan and drove toward his house. He
parked a street away and paused to consider what might happen. Again he felt the resistance; like another
person pulling at his thoughts, making them sluggish, but he found out what he needed to.
Carl locked the car and walked toward the front door. There was a Suit watching the front and the other
watching the back, but the one on the front was the one who couldn’t see into the future, so Carl thought he’d
start there. The Suit saw him coming and shot him through the head, so Carl didn’t go that way and instead
ducked from tree to tree until he reached his front door. The Suit was waiting just inside, watching out the
front windows. Carl ducked down out of sight, reached his hand up with the key, and unlocked the front door.
As expected, the Suit heard the click and pointed his gun at the front door, which was when Carl hurled
the rock through the window. That was one thing that precognition couldn’t help; he either hit his target or he
didn’t and there were no second chances, no choices. Just: was he a good enough aim?
Yes he was. The rock hit the Suit on the side of the head. He fired his gun once as he fell down, but that
was probably only reflex or muscles tensing or something, because as soon as he hit the ground he stopped
moving entirely.
Carl, on the other hand, was moving very fast: through the door, around the corner, grab the gun, shoot
the Suit in the head.
And then the other Suit arrived, saw the scene, and knew what had happened. And Carl knew that the
other Suit would shoot him, so he ducked around the corner. The Suit had known he would, clearly, because a
bullet pinged into the wall right in front of Carl’s head. But Carl had known the wall was strong enough to
withstand the shot, which was how he’d known to go there. Most other places resulted in him dying.
Man. Seeing through time was confusing. He had to keep his head in five places at once, and four of them
ended up with him dead.
“Hi there,” Carl said. “Care to talk this over?”
“You know the answer to that.”
“No, I don’t actually,” Carl said. “You always answer with that clichéd line. You never tell me what you’re
thinking.”
A couple more bullets pinged into the wall. Carl didn’t flinch. “Oh yeah. Real mature.”
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The Suit tried circling around through the kitchen and living room, but Carl saw that coming and went to
step out of cover, then felt the future change and realised the Suit had altered his plans the moment Carl had
altered his, and…
Urgh.
“Can we throw down the guns please?” Carl asked. “This is doing my head in.”
A pause, then, “All right. You first.”
Fair enough. Carl threw the pistol he’d stolen out of the front door onto the lawn. That left him
disadvantaged, but only for another few seconds. Then the Suit stepped into view and – presumably because
he’d seen into the future and knew Carl was serious (the same way Carl had, and had known the Suit would
comply) – threw his gun through the smashed window and outside as well.
“That’s better,” Carl said as he stepped into the lounge. The Suit followed his lead from the other
direction. “Now, I should probably assume that you killed everyone at the lab.” The Suit looked guilty, so that
was probably a yes. “So maybe you can answer some questions for me.”
“Such as?”
“Such as why I can’t devolve animals any more.”
The Suit was shocked for a second. Evidently he hadn’t tried any physical manifestations of his power. Or
he didn’t have enough to produce results. “The Time is completely absorbed into the body after a while,
making external manifestations no longer possible.”
Pity. He’d still hoped to create himself an army of dinosaurs, or at least giant stupid megafauna. Seems
he’d have to placate himself with seeing the future.
Carl felt the fight coming, rushing toward them. In some futures, the Suit screamed for his dead partner.
In most, Carl lost. This would be a no-holds barred hand-to-hand fight, and Carl had never been in one of those
before.
Then it happened. There was no lead-up, at least not that Carl could see. No taunting. No shouts. Just…
one moment they sat in silence and the next the Suit was rushing at him with his fists out.
Carl avoided as many of them as he could, which wasn’t too bad. He could see each hit coming, as could
the Suit, but Carl’s vision must have been clearer or something. It was certainly more accurate. He dodged and
weaved but occasionally took a fist to the face or stomach that couldn’t be dodged.
And it didn’t help that he wasn’t sure what he was doing. The absurd dance continued and Carl found an
opportunity to punch back, which he did, and hurt his hand. After that he contended himself with watching
and dodging. And he learned.
He paid attention to what the Suit did, how he moved, in each of the possible timelines, and noticed
patterns starting to emerge. Actions he made every time he kicked or punched or blocked a punch Carl was
considering sending out.
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After what was probably only a few seconds’ of actual-time fighting but which, relatively, had to be hours,
Carl found the sweet spot. The place to strike.
The Suit overextended a punch, becoming desperate. He also seemed somewhat emotional, and more
and more futures showed him crying as he fought. That was weird. Anyway, the overextended punch went
over Carl’s shoulder, leaving him inside the Suit’s reach, close enough to kiss him.
Instead, Carl broke his neck.
He tried many different ways, and over the iterations determined better methods until finally he found
one that the Suit didn’t block and which resulted in a loud cracking sound and the Suit dropping lifeless to the
carpet at his feet, so Carl took that one.
The feeling rushed through his arms as the neck broke, more immediate than in any of the possiblefutures. This one was Real. Definite. It was Happening.
Then the Suit was at his feet and it had Happened. There was no escaping golden light. No feeling of Carl’s
power growing stronger now that the other’s influence was gone. But it was… different. Easier to see, for one
thing, and see farther. Most futures had Carl going outside to collect the pistols, so he did that. Then he
dragged the two corpses into the back of his old car and drove it a few blocks away to a building site.
He put the pistol that had killed the front-door-watching Suit in the time-seeing Suit’s hand and his arms
around the time-seer’s neck. Probably the police wouldn’t believe that two well-dressed men had come to a
half-finished house where one had snapped the other’s neck, who had shot him, but Carl didn’t care. It was a
story. It explained the corpses. Probably no one would look too closely at any bodies today.
And it had nothing to do with him.
Which left him in the clear. He drove his crappy car back home and contemplated how to live the rest of
his life.

If Carl settles down to a life of leisure, send “Larry”.
If Carl becomes an international assassin, send “Ezio”.
If Carl becomes Overlord of Australia, turn to page 349.
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“Still,” Carl said, “it’s one of them with probably a gun so I’d rather avoid them altogether. We’ll go out
the front.”
“There’s still another one in the house, you know!”
“Yep. Let’s see if we can avoid him.”
And with that, Carl led the way. He stayed low so he wouldn’t be spotted through the large window into
the billiard room and after a moment heard sounds of Susan following him. Carl paused at the billiard table to
look out into the kitchen and beyond.
A man came into view, dressed in a suit, in what looked like a dining room beside the kitchen. He opened
the door to the side of the house and disappeared outside.
Which meant the house was now empty. Carl stayed low until he was in the kitchen, then just ran for it.
Who knew how long the Suits would spend outside? Better to be out of the house before they tried to come
back into it.
They made it to the front door without seeing or hearing anything worrying and were through it and out
in the front yard in seconds. Carl closed the door behind him; that might buy them another few minutes. If the
Suits saw an open front door they’d know something had happened. Right now, they’d only find out when
they realised Susan was missing.
Carl expected to be well gone by the time that happened.
To that end, he spotted Tony waiting in his four-wheel drive and ran over, then opened the back door for
Susan. “Who’s this?” Tony asked.
“She’d been kidnapped,” Carl explained. “Susan, Tony. Tony, Susan.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Tony said, then looked at Carl. “Where to?”
“We should head back to the lab,” Susan said. “I need to tell Henry I’m okay.” Who was Henry? Her boss?
Her boyfriend? And what lab?
“Shouldn’t we report your kidnapping?” Carl asked. He wasn’t sure whether the police would bother with
petty crimes like kidnapping when the city was falling apart, but they had to do something.
Susan looked at him like that was a dumb question, which he didn’t think it was. “Those men attacked my
lab this morning. I ran off without seeing if anyone was all right and it is very important that I get back there.”

If they go back to the lab, turn to page 352.
If Carl decides to take Susan to a police station to report the kidnapping, send “Proper Procedure”. (Susan
doesn’t talk; police think he’s nuts)
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“You heard that, right?” Carl asked. “I’m not becoming delirious?”
“You’re not,” Tony said. “Or we all are.”
Jane had frozen. The radio had dropped from her hand to fall beside the storeroom’s open door and now
her fear instinct had overridden all others.
“Jane, I want you to walk toward Tony very calmly,” Carl said, quite calmly himself if he did say so. As Jane
locked eyes with Tony and began putting hesitant foot in front of worried foot, Carl did the same in the other
direction.
“Where are you going?” Tony hissed.
“To see what’s there.” People were in a state of hysteria today. Unsurprising, but still… they’d be making
big deals out of little problems. Whatever was back there probably wasn’t dangerous. Most things in life
weren’t. Besides, it grunted. How many deadly animals grunted? The real killers stayed silent and hunted their
prey, not lumbered around snorting.
Still… he approached the open door to the storeroom carefully, holding his injured arm away it. What
would he find? A bear? Something bigger? How had it got there? They’d made sure the back door was shut.
Had it bashed it down? Surely they’d have heard that. They heard the damned thing grunt clearly enough.
Carl reached the doorway and paused. Last chance to turn away…
No. He’d come this far. He’d endured the impossible rain. He’d survived the crash. He’d outlived the
storm. This, too, he’d overcome.
He peered in.
The animal was… well… it looked somewhat like a bear with a hornless rhinoceros face and dusty brown
fur or hair. It was probably ten feet long, six feet tall, tailless, and with a big nose and tiny eyes on its
rhinocerosy head that stared dully into him.
Carl’s first thought was how placid it looked. There was no indication of sharp claws or tearing teeth. This
thing, whatever it was, was a herbivore. That didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous, but Carl couldn’t picture it
racing at him; perhaps it was those inward-turning feet.
They stared at each other for a while, then the creature turned back to sniffing the shoes with its huge
black schnoz. It took a tentative bite at one, then dropped it on the ground and kept sniffing.
“What is it?” Tony hissed.
“Is it dangerous?” Jane added.
Carl backed out of the storeroom doorway. “It’s like a giant wombat or a bear with a big nose or
something.”
“What’s it doing?” Tony asked.
“Eating the shoes. Or trying to.”
“Why?”
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“Because it’s very stupid.”
Tony thought about this, but still didn’t approach to look at the creature himself. He was kept busy
holding Jane, who was trying her best to hide right behind him and would probably have run outside except
that there might be more of them out there.
“I doubt it’s dangerous,” Carl said. “It wasn’t at all interested in me. Didn’t seem territorial, or afraid, or
anything.” In fact, it had seemed very placid.
“How’d it get there? Was the back door open?”
“No,” Carl said. That was a good point: there was only two ways into the storeroom, and the back door
had been closed. That meant that it had either walked right past them or it had somehow… emerged in the
storeroom.
How this creature had come to be here could be better answered if they knew what had caused all of
these creatures to start appearing in the first place. Mystic portals? Occult doings? This wasn’t an isolated
case. Did that mean it was random; an act of chance that the beast had spawned (or whatever it had done to
arrive here) here? Or was it intentional?
That seemed unlikely, really. Carl wasn’t anyone special, and the little he’d learned about Tony made him
think the man was even more tedious than himself. Oh sure, everyone was a beautiful and unique snowflake,
but most of them were also boring and Tony was part of that “most”.
And Jane. Well, he’d barely had a chance to talk with her because she’d been so busily focussed on
keeping her earphones in and listening to the horrors around her. She might be a beautiful and unique
snowflake, but she seemed more interested in hearing about how others were than displaying that she was
one herself.
“What should we do?” Tony asked. “Will we be safe here with it, or should we go?”
Carl remembered the person running past the shop and screaming. There were other animals out there.
Leaving the shop wouldn’t guarantee that they’d be safe.

If Carl stays in the shop, turn to page 361.
If Carl leaves the shop, send “Walk It Off”. (see no animals)
If Carl attempts to fashion a saddle and ride the beast, send “Ride Away”. (saddles her up)
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“At least they left us alive,” Carl said, trying to lighten the mood. “They could just as easily have shot us in
the head.”
“There is that,” Susan agreed from behind the billiard table.
Carl started trying to unpick the gaffer tape from his wrists. It was awkward, but his index finger could just
reach the edge of the tape. Not enough to grab hold of it or tear it off, but enough to tease it. In time, he
might unravel it all.
“So, who are they?” Carl asked.
“I don’t know. They attacked my lab this morning, tried to steal a top-secret piece of property from us. I
ran off with it, tried to switch it with some sap at a café, but he chose that moment to drink his coffee so I had
to abandon my plan. After that, they chased me down, brought me back here, and opened the briefcase.” She
said that like it should mean something to Carl, which it didn’t.
“What was so important about the briefcase?”
“Are you planning on idly chatting away all day?” she snapped.
“I’m working on the tape, too, but essentially yes. I don’t have anything better to do while tied up, so I
thought we might as well chat. How did those men find your lab?”
“I don’t know,” Susan said. “They must have been tipped off somehow.”
“Is someone at your lab a traitor?”
“Maybe. I don’t know who, though. All of them work unsupervised at times; they could have opened a
briefcase then and no one could have stopped them. Why go to all this hassle? And these guys don’t seem like
the sharing type. They took the case for themselves.”
“But you don’t know why?”
“No.”
“What does the case do?”
“Dumbing it down enough for you to understand, it contains raw Time.”
Right. She was crazy, then. Crazy and hot. That could be an advantage, but Carl doubted it. At least she
was still tied up and couldn’t hurt anyone.
“None of this commercial, artificial Time ,then?”
“My boss, Doctor Levenstein, has created a machine that can effectively strip the Time and Space of
objects apart. What you’re left with is a briefcase like the one they stole: full of Time just waiting to bond with
something.”
“And that’s good?”
“Possibly,” Susan said. “We’ve never tried. It was too dangerous. Henry – Doctor Levenstein – theorised
that some Time particles would bond with the air or escape and cause timebursts – random objects pulled
from points in the past and brought into our now.”
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“Like the storm?” Carl asked.
“If he’s right, other objects will come through too.”
Like diprotodons, maybe?
Carl had managed to unwrap a corner of the tape enough to bite it and pull. Susan apparently heard the
sound.
“How’d you do that so quickly?”
“The pool table leg is thinner than the bar,” Carl said, “and my fingers are longer than yours. Put them
together, and I can reach the tape better than you can. Now tell me what the Suits want. Why all this bother
about a bit of Time? Does it let them live longer?”
Carl reached his head around the pool table leg to unwrap the tape, then had to duck around the other
side to continue the unravelling.
“Again, it’s only theory, but… they’ll be able to see through time.”
That sounded bad.
“We’re not sure how much or how clearly, but that’s the thought. Their consciousness will be able to
travel forward in time, see the outcome of future events.”
That could be useful in a variety of professions…
“So it’s probably a bad thing that they got away?” Carl said, spitting the tape out for a moment.
Susan sighed. “Probably. But I don’t know what else we could have done. Once they caught me… hey, you
did what you could. Thanks.” She almost sounded like a normal person, with feelings apart from contempt or
annoyance when she talked like that.
“Anyway,” she continued, because Carl still had his mouth full of tape and she clearly didn’t like silences,
“that’s all I know.”
Carl had nearly got all the tape off. He was down to the final layer, which was pulling out all his arm hairs
as he went. “No you don’t.”
“What?”
One final pull, and… Ah. His arm-hairs gone, Carl had freed his hands and now started on his legs. “We
know that they have some respect for life. They let us live. That’s dangerous to them. We know what they look
like. You could run to the police. It’s a bad risk to let us go, especially since that storm basically ensures that no
one will be investigating murders for a while. They could get away clean, but they didn’t. Why?”
“Uh… many reasons?”
“I don’t think they know half as much about all this as you think. I doubt they knew about the timebursts
or whatever you call them. If they’d known, I doubt they’d have done it. If they’re unwilling to kill two people,
they certainly wouldn’t kill thousands.
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“And that tells me something else,” Carl continued. “Whatever they want the briefcase for, or your Time
or whatever, it’s probably not evil. At least, not rule-the-world evil. They think they’re the good guys, or that
whatever they’re going to do is for the good.”
Carl freed his legs and ran into the kitchen for a knife, then behind the bar. Within a minute, Susan was
free. She looked thankful, but women like Susan didn’t show their thanks by wrapping themselves around the
nearest man. More’s the pity.

If Carl goes with Susan back to the lab, turn to page 373.
If Carl parts ways with Susan, send “Such Sweet Sorrow”. (leave Main Story)
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Which was all very horrifying, and Carl was sure that there were people inside who would need help and
whatnot, but it wasn’t really his concern. He didn’t know first aid. He couldn’t be the hero here. He had to get
to work before his own career crashed like that car had.
And so, his briefcase still held over his head like an umbrella, Carl rushed past the wreckage toward the
bus stop. He arrived and found it abandoned; everyone who might have been waiting for a bus had abandoned
the wait to huddle in any store or area that might provide better cover, having given up the idea of riding the
bus to the city or continuing with their usual daily lives.
Carl had not.
He needed to get to work. He’d left at least two people for dead back there. He wasn’t going to watch the
bus drive right past while he huddled for warmth and discussed the weather with people who had given up.
He stayed in the bus stop, as far from the rain as he could but nowhere near dry. The rain was coming in
sideways, then vertically, then diagonally, constantly shifting and blowing. Hail pelted his legs and shoes, but
Carl stayed the course.
And, after about ten minutes, he realised the bus wasn’t coming. Why should it? There was no other
traffic on the roads. Everyone everywhere was giving up their plans for the day. Why should the bus drivers
not do the same? They weren’t the postal service. They hadn’t pledged neither rain nor shine nor big bitey dog
would stop them.
Son of a bitch. Carl wiped the freezing water off his forehead, stamped his feet to dislodge the latest
batch of hail from his soaked shoes, and thought of what to do next.
The bus was clearly out, but he could still walk. It wasn’t great, but it would probably get him there,
battered and bruised. The only other option he saw were the abandoned cars lining the street. Probably one of
them had left their keys in…

If Carl walks to the city, send “Walkies!” (arrive later in city than in 359)
If Carl steals a car, turn to page 359.

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 342

Because he was. If Levenstein had created some machine that tore apart the fabric of space and time and
had been so careless as to let someone else steal its result and cause all this damage and destruction… yeah,
that seemed like it was Levenstein’s fault twice. First for making a machine that was effectively a doomsday
machine, and second for leaving said doomsday device lying around so someone else could take it.
“And I found Susan and the men that had stolen your… what it is, exactly?” Carl asked.
“We call it Time,” Levenstein said.
“Right. And how, exactly, does Time cause all this destruction?”
“This wasn’t our intention, Carl.”
“Nobel didn’t intend dynamite to become an offensive weapon, but it did. And you’ve created something
worse than dynamite and, it seems, didn’t even bother to keep it under lock and key.”
“We kept this whole base under electronic lock, for your information.” The man was turning quite red.
Good.
“Then you needed a better key.”
“Carl!” Susan said.
“What?” Carl asked. “What should I say? Should I thank him for advancing scientific progress? Or for
creating something so obviously dangerous? Or for not locking it up properly?” He stepped closer to
Levenstein. “When most people create an atomic bomb, they make it difficult to set it off. They don’t put it in
a briefcase with a big red push-me button on it!”
“Get out,” Levenstein said, glaring.
“Ten thousand dead!” Carl shouted to the room at large. “Ten thousand. So far! This is what you people
do, is it? Do you do it deliberately, or are you amazingly negligent? Was it intentional murder, or are you just
so stupid that you couldn’t see that something that would kill thousands of people was a bad idea?”
“Carl, it’s not that—” Susan began
“Don’t start,” Carl said. “You said that you can’t blame someone else for something you created? Well,
this is what Levenstein created.”
“But I also said that someone will come up with it eventually and it’s better off being someone moral.”
“What’s the use in coming up with a time travel machine if you don’t, won’t, or can’t use it? Unless you’ve
got tabs on every other secret underground lab in the world, someone else will invent another one of…” Carl
waved a hand at the giant doughnut of steel in the centre of the lab. “…whatever that is and there will be a
war. And the only way to stop that would be to travel through time yourselves, but we all know that that
causes thousands of deaths.”
Carl was aware that, behind him, two of the three security guards had assembled. Presumably to lead him
quietly outside without any more fussing and yelling, but maybe to punch him a bit and hurl him into
oncoming traffic. He’d see.
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“Gentlemen,” Levenstein said, “escort this man out of my lab. Susan, I’d like a word with you in my
office.”
There didn’t seem much point in resisting the guards. They hadn’t laid their hands on him so far, but they
looked keen to shut him up. Probably not shoot him, though. That would be going a bit far.
Which meant that, if he wanted to, he could probably mess this lab up a bit…

If Carl causes as much damage as he can, send “Wrecking Ball”. (ruins equipment, hits staff, but dragged
out by security)
If Carl tries to steal and open the briefcase in the front of the time-splitting machine, turn to page 351.
If Carl leaves quietly, send “I’m Going, I’m Going”. (leaves Main Story)
If Carl does something else, send it in!
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“There’s a fly on your head,” Carl said. “Oh, never mind; it’s gone.”
His grandfather laughed nervously. “Just as well, I guess. Wouldn’t want it buzzing around me. Wouldn’t
make a very good first impression at an interview.”
“I suppose not. But I have a feeling you’ll do fine, uh…” Carl stopped himself before he said his
grandfather’s name. That was lucky.
“Ray,” he said, leaning over and shaking hands. Then he put the car into gear and they chugged away,
rounding Victoria Square. “So where are you heading?” Ray asked. “I never asked.”
“I’m just looking around,” Carl said. “Seeing the sights.”
“You’ve come to the right place. They’re saying Adelaide will be as big as Melbourne soon.”
Carl doubted that anyone was saying that, but it was nice to know that his grandfather had always been a
bullshitter. That it wasn’t something he’d come to later in life to mess with the grandkids. He’d invented truths
from a very early age to make any story more interesting.
While he waited for Ray to think of some other way to instigate conversation, Carl looked at the city. It
was weird, lacking all the tall buildings. The Adelaide he remembered hardly scraped the sky, but it gave it a bit
of a try. There was a certain amount of old-world class that came from the short, elegant buildings, though.
This time, Carl felt the golden flash a good ten seconds before it came. It felt familiar. Expected.
Carl kept his eyes open this time, not that it made much difference. The gold filled his vision, so he
couldn’t see what lay in there, but he thought that there were flickering images: like the world was fastforwarding in front of him. Hard to tell, though, because everything was hidden behind the gold filter.
Hmm… he was in a moving car. Would he still be moving when the flash stopped? Would he crash to the
ground and be run over by another car? Or would this car come with him? Woul—
The feeling of a chair beneath him made Carl start. Had he brought the car with him? No… he was
stationary. And in a restaurant. No, a café. The café from this morning.
He could feel the woman approaching. Could feel the currents that would bring her to him. She followed
them, blonde hair trailing, curves a-bouncing. Her eyes caught his and she slipped into the seat beside him.
Why was she wet this time? Oh, it was raining outside. Odd. It had been clear skies and hot the last time
he’d been here. Was it a different day? No; there were his pancakes in front of him, and the other patrons
were all the same. Only the weather was different. Why was that?
As before, she dumped her briefcase beside his chair and knocked his pancakes off the table. Carl
watched them go with an awful heightened sense of déjà vu.
Had the flashes stopped now? Or was he still in the past? Would he flash to the future soon? What was,
generally, happening?
“What’s with the golden light?” he asked her before she could tell him to take the briefcase.
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She stopped, losing some of her colour. “What?” she said. Then she looked out at the storm and back at
him as if connecting some dots. “I told you not to open it!” she yelled. “Probably.”
“You did.”
“We have to go!” she said, trying to drag him to his feet.

If Carl goes with the woman, turn to page 354.
If Carl waits for the Suits, send “You Broke My Pancakes”. (confront Suits; die)
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Well, running around in that rain wouldn’t do him any good, so Carl decided to stay put. The café was
becoming crowded, so he hurried to the counter and ordered a coffee before the line became too long or the
staff stopped serving or the power went out.
As it happened, all three did, but not before his coffee had been delivered to him. Carl sat at a table at the
back, watching the world fall apart.
After an hour – and a lot of screaming by people, and pointing to collapsing structures, and tending to the
wounded and such – the storm stopped. Carl had spent the whole storm hunched at his table avoiding eye
contact in case someone looked at him and shouted, “You! You did this!” There was no reason why they
should – or could even know it was him – and in any case he hadn’t known it would happen, but he feared it
nonetheless.
And then, without warning, clear blue skies rolled away from the café, leaving hail on the ground and a lot
of confused and injured people. With the storm having gone, Carl wandered out into the street to look around.
All of the tallest buildings had fallen, and all of them away from this spot. Ground Zero.
He should probably go before someone asked awkward questions. Like where the storm had come from.
His car was parked just a little farther along the street, and Carl rushed toward it. Hail had dented the top,
but it was hard to tell what was due to the hail and which dings had been there beforehand. Most of the inside
was still dry, the water having seeped in only around the windows, and Carl slid into the driver’s seat…
And stopped.
There was a creature on the road in front of him. It was somewhat like a bear with a hornless rhinoceros
face and dusty brown fur or hair. It was probably ten feet long, six feet tall, tailless, and with a big nose and
tiny eyes on its rhinocerosy head that stared dully into him. Like a wombat that had mated with a rhino.
Where had it come from? One of the side streets, obviously, but before that? Carl didn’t remember there
being any bears at the Adelaide Zoo, and bears didn’t look like this anyway. Nothing looked like this.
Carl clicked his car’s radio on to see if they knew anything. The regular programming had, understandably,
been replaced with emergency broadcasts. Mostly it was death tolls (ten thousand, at latest guess) and
warnings to stay out of the city – or get out of it if you were in there – to stay inside and stay safe. And then
came the reports of the animals. At first they were put down to paranoia and exaggeration, but they urged
caution anyway. No sense taking risks on a day like today.
And yet, Carl couldn’t imagine the animal in front of him being very risky. It was large, looked sluggish,
stupid, herbivorous. And, yes, hippos or rhinos could be dangerous, but this one didn’t even have mean eyes.
Just… dull. Thick.

If Carl stays in the city to help with the rescue, turn to page 357.
If Carl drives away from the city, send “Beach”. (have a nice day at the ocean?)

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 347

There was someone under there. And the firemen were still at the other end of the building, presumably
because more people had survived falling one storey than they had falling seven or ten.
But there was one person still alive here, and Carl wasn’t going to let him – or her, or even they, but
probably not it – die. He pulled at the tables and chairs and computers, hurling them across the space. It didn’t
matter where they went, so long as they weren’t here.
Red noticed the commotion and came over to look. “Should we fetch the firemen?” It sounded like foiremen. Silly accent.
“No time. Help me dig.”
Red looked suspicious of that, but he helped clear the rubble of what had once been a business. They had
to be careful of broken monitors or shards of metal, but it was fairly quick going. At least the heaviest things
were tables, which took up a lot of room and were satisfying when out of the way. Carl thought that clearing
rocks would be worse: heavy, but small. You’d feel that you were never getting anywhere.
Unlike here…
Through a hole about hand-sized, he could see something moving, and maybe an eye.
“Hold on,” Carl said. “We’re going to get you out.”
Then he concentrated on moving the rubble. Most of it – computers, telephones, and the like – were
easy, but when he moved some more just took its place. They’d dug down so far that rubble was falling into
the crater and replacing what was lost. Carl worked faster, tried to lift a table to the side so that whoever was
under could, hopefully, climb out.
“Uh, Carl,” Red said.
Struggling against the weight of the rubbish and almost on his toes to see around the table, Carl looked
into the hole. That… wasn’t human. Presumably it was one of those creatures, like the echidnabeast. This one
looked mostly like a wombat, though with a retarded face. Like it wanted to grow a rhino’s horns but didn’t
know how so all it had were a couple of misshapen bumps instead.
Right. So… not a person then. But clearly the… whatever it was… was hurt, and they’d nearly freed it.
Could Carl really just put the table back down and leave it there, trapped, to die in the rubble?
No. He’d come to the city to help out and now he had something that needed help. Sure, it wasn’t what
he’d expected – not a person – but it was something. Better to start small, really.
“Go on, then,” Carl said to Red. “See if you can free it.”
Red – somewhat more reluctantly than Carl would have liked while he was holding a table that was, itself,
holding back the rubble – leaned into the hole and threw out more detritus. After a minute he emerged with
the wombat-thing in his arms and Carl let the table drop back down, which created an ugly plastic crunching
sound when it landed but, thanks to him, didn’t crush anything to death.
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Carl removed his jacket and offered it as a blanket for the creature, which was surely a step up from being
cradled by Red. It calmed the creature, anyway, and it stopped trying to scratch and bite, which Red seemed
glad about.
“How’d it get there?” Red asked.
“How’d you get here?” Carl countered. “I don’t know. Not sure if we ever will. But doesn’t it feel good to
have saved a life?”
“I guess.”
After another minute of looking at the creature in Carl’s arms, Red went back into the building. Carl took
the wombat over to the side of the road and sat down and lay the coat on the ground. The wombat didn’t try
to escape, but it did watch him carefully. Carl watched it back. Its back right leg seemed to be bloody, probably
it had been trapped under something or crushed. Was it broken? Did it need medical attention? Carl didn’t
want the first life he’d saved to die because he hadn’t set the broken leg. But on a day like today, every vet
was probably working on humans.
So if he wanted the leg seen to, he’d have to do it himself.

If Carl attempts to clean and set the leg, turn to page 363.
If Carl leaves the animal alone and hopes it heals on its own, send “Nature’s Course”. (animal limps off)
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There were so many possibilities. So many more than he could ever had conceived this time yesterday,
back when he’d been normal. Before he’d become… this.
Now he could use his talent to woo or bed any woman. He could bet being utterly sure of the outcome.
He could become rich, lead a life that made Hugh Hefner jealous. There was nothing to stop him. The people
at the lab were all either dead or would blame the Suits for this, and if any did pop up to try to ruin the party…
well, he could deal with that too. He’d done it already today.
And it wasn’t like they could get the drop on him.
Which made him consider international murder as a career. He wasn’t sure how one started out as an
assassin. Presumably you killed people, but how you knew who to kill and what to charge for the service was
another matter. And Carl didn’t know any of that, and had no desire to learn. Killing had been fun, in its own
way – especially his grandfather. That had been a highlight – but it wasn’t something he wanted to do for a
living.
He could always settle back down to the freight business. They probably wouldn’t count his missed
presentation against him today, and even if they tried Carl would know the answer to their every question.
But, really, that would be a waste. When it came down to it, there was only one thing to do with a power
like this one, so Carl did it.
He ruled the world.
First he established himself as a power in Adelaide by leading the rescue effort. His foresight and ability to
predict people’s radical mood swings in the aftermath of the catastrophe soon had people recommending him
to politics and, when he agreed, found that he had an established support base.
He avoided the major parties, of course, because they had all those other people to worry about, and
instead ran as an independent. His support only rose when he foresaw another natural disaster – this one
actually natural, too, not caused by him – and put into place provisions and procedures to ensure Adelaide
fared best of all of the major cities.
The next election was somewhat… interesting. Carl had held three seats as an independent and stood this
time as his own party. He had a number of loyal followers and, between his unmatched skill in parliament and
his absolute calm in the face of disaster, he gathered even more supporters.
So many, in fact, that Liberal and Labor teamed up against him. They couldn’t predict the outcome of the
election, though, or the way every policy would affect the populace like Carl could. Ultimately, it was an
overwhelming majority he won.
The next few years were very interesting for the history textbook writers. No one could quite say how, or
what had changed, but somehow Australia became a world superpower. Whatever was happening around the
world, Aussie troops seemed to be the first there with aid or military might. They always knew just where to
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go to quell uprisings or prevent attacks. Australia’s trade relations improved with every nation and the country
became almost a mediator between disputes.
Oh, war continued. There was no way that Carl could stop it all, even knowing everything as he did. He
could best influence events that directly related to him, so he made sure he was in the important places. After
his first two terms, he was still prime minister in title, but the real running of Australia was left to his deputy.
What Carl ran, as every country’s leader knew but very few of the population did, was run the world. He was
the Godfather of the planet. The man with his finger on the pulse of the planet.
He liked it there.
Over the next thirty years, he survived or averted eighteen assassination attempts, brokered countless
deals and peace treaties, and started three wars that were, more accurately, massacres.
After that he retired. Oh, he still had foreign dignitaries come to visit him in his Adelaide mansion and ask
for advice, but he no longer had the burden of the world on his shoulders. He could leave his worries behind
and focus on scores of beautiful women.
Oh, and replacing his heart before it gave out shortly after his sixty-eighth birthday. That was important.
Finally, at the age of ninety-three, he died in bed. He let an assassin do it in the end, because the young
man showed promise and because Carl had had his fun with the world. It was someone else’s turn.
Which was why, beside Carl’s bed, the young killer found a black leather briefcase with a note on top of it:
“Open Me.”

The End.
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Messing up the lab would be childish, though. The sort of thing an idiot would do, screaming into the
night when no one was listening. Not helping. Not even raising any valid points. Just noise.
So instead Carl thought he’d steal their precious briefcase.
That way, they wouldn’t have it and he’d make his point and, most importantly, it would annoy the hell
out of Levenstein. Really nail home that point about how he should have kept the things under lock and key.
First, however, Carl nodded like being told to get the hell out was a standard, everyday affair that was
perfectly understandable and indicated with a sad nod of his head that he’d let himself out of that fire escape
rather than waste their time with the elevator.
Then, when he was at his closest to the machine, Carl darted left, opened the clear plastic hatch – which
created a lovely blaring alarm sound – and snatched the briefcase from inside it.
After that it was time to run. The security guards grabbed him but Carl swung the briefcase at them and
legged it for the fire door. It was one with a bar on the inside so you couldn’t accidentally lock the door and
burn everyone alive, so he shoved that and ran up the stairs.
Because, well, whatever this briefcase did with time it was probably best that it did it when he wasn’t
underground. Carl didn’t know what would happen if he time-travelled into the past from before the lab had
been dug. Presumably nothing good…
So he made it to the top of the stairs, gave the security guard a playful kick to put him off balance and
send him tumbling into the other two, who toppled down the stairs toward the lab, and emerged into the
abandoned-looking building again.
This time, he’d come out of a door to what looked like a dull corner office, an illusion broken only when
you looked really closely at the frosted windows and spotted that there was a picture of a dull corner office
taped to the other side of them.
No matter; Carl was out! He undid the clasps on the briefcase, aimed it at his face, and opened it.
Golden light spilled out of the case. So bright…
And now Carl was back on the elevator, staring at the lab. Susan hopped off, ran to Henry, exchanged
well-wishes and technical words, and then remembered that he was there. Again…
“And who is this?” Henry asked.
“Carl Wickam,” Carl said, stepping forward and shaking his hand.
“I understand you rescued Susan. Thank you.”

If Carl abuses Henry again, send “Worked Well Last Time”. (be nasty)
If Carl pretends to absolve Henry of responsibility, turn to page 371.
If Carl attempts to steal the briefcase again, send “Let’s Do That Again!” (briefcase has no Time in it)

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 352

Well, she’d been the one who’d been kidnapped, so today Carl thought he’d take her word for what was
important. “The lab it is,” he said. “Where’s the lab?”
“Other side of town,” Susan said, then faded away. She’d seen, through the trees, the half-destroyed
Adelaide skyline, dull and grey. If it had been burning, or there had been some colour maybe it wouldn’t have
been so bad. Maybe it would have been worse. Carl couldn’t say. All there was was what was: dank, grey,
lifeless. A broken and pitiable thing.
“What else has happened?” she asked.
“What do you mean ‘What else’?” Carl asked. Why did there have to be anything else? Wasn’t the storm
bad enough?
“There was the storm. Has anything else odd happened today?”
“There are the animals,” Tony said, which caused Susan to glare at him. She seemed to glare at everyone.
Very intense woman, that. “We haven’t seen them, but the radio keeps going on about giant animals.
Megafauna, they’re calling them. Diprotodonts?”
Susan nodded like this was expected.
“Uh, just so we’re clear,” Carl said, “you’re not surprised that there are crazy beasts running around?”
“Those men opened the briefcase. When they did, they… How do I put this so you understand? They
disrupted time. That storm happened some time in our past. Those creatures lived here at some point in the
past. And they’ve been pulled into the present.”
“And you expected this?”
“Well, it was our briefcase,” Susan said, as if this were an obvious point.
“What are you doing making briefcases like that?” Carl had thought the animal rights groups might
complain about leather briefcases, but that would be nothing compared to what the human rights groups did
when they learned what was responsible for all this death and destruction.
“I’m…” She glanced at Tony. “I’ve said too much already, I think.”
“No, no,” Carl said. “Say more. Please.”
“The storm and the animals are a side-effect. They’re… unwanted consequences. They’re also the reason
we haven’t been using the briefcases, but hey! Apparently my kidnappers didn’t know about that.”
“And you didn’t tell them?” Carl asked. “That wasn’t very responsible of you.”
“They grabbed me in an alley, knocked me out, and when I woke up I was gagged. I mentioned it as soon
as they started interrogating me, but I think they knew I’d have said anything so they wouldn’t open it.
Unfortunately, I wasn’t making up all the horrible things Henry thought would happen.”
“Shouldn’t we tell the authorities about this?” Tony asked. He seemed morally squeamish, which wasn’t a
good thing to be on a day when the world had effectively ended.
“No,” Carl said. “Assuming Susan isn’t just a crazy person—”
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“Thanks.”
“—there’s no law against screwing with time. At least, none that I know of. They’ll probably make one
now, I think.”
“And assuming that I am a crazy person?”
“Then the storm wasn’t caused by your briefcase and there’s no reason to contact the authorities. Unless
of course more of these things are going to happen.”
“They will.”
“They will,” Carl said. “Oh good.”
“We don’t know when or where, though, so we can’t help prevent them.”
Yeah. That would have been far too easy.
Susan seemed reluctant to say any more in front of Tony, but gave accurate directions around the outside
of the city to Grange Road, then off it and into streets lined with warehouses. Eventually she had Tony pull up
at one.
“I should probably go from here alone,” she said, looking once more at Tony with an air of distrust. Was
she implying that Carl could come but Tony could not?

If Carl lets her go, send “This is our stop”. (leave Main Story)
If Carl goes with her but leaves Tony behind, turn to page 366.
If Carl and Tony go with her, send “This never stops”. (kick up a fuss. Tony keeps bitching; essentially 366)
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“Sure thing,” Carl said, and allowed himself to be rushed out of the café and into the storm. The woman
used the briefcase as a makeshift umbrella, which seemed irresponsible if its contents were so important. But
then, you couldn’t get light wet, could you, so it was probably safe. Carl ran in front of her and led the way to
his car, which he climbed in, started, and they headed out.
Perhaps it was dangerous to drive through a freak thunderstorm, so Carl drove carefully until the two
men in suits darted out from behind them and started firing pistols. Susan ducked; Carl was already ducking.
The bullets broke the back window and, contrary to everything he’d learned from Hollywood films, went right
on into the car and smashed the front window as well.
A few seconds later, though, and the Suits were far enough away that they weren’t as big a danger as
driving this fast through a hail storm in a car with no windscreen.
“Hi,” he said, “I’m Carl.”
The woman paused before answering, perhaps trying to work out whether he was actually trying to be
heard over the storm. “Susan,” she said at last. Then she sighed, but loudly enough that he could hear it. “So
you opened the briefcase?”
“Yeah. The light got out. Sorry about that. Also, what’s with the travelling through time?”
“You opened it all the way?”
“Is that bad?”
Susan groaned. “You see this weather? That’s because you opened this briefcase. And it’s going to get
worse.”
“Get worse?” Carl asked. “I have to have both my front and back windows replaced, how could it be
worse?”
That failed to illicit a laugh. Unsurprising, but then it was hard to be witty when rain and hail kept hitting
you in the goolies. “Where are we heading?” he asked.
“Back to the lab, Grange Road,” Susan said. “It’s our only hope.”
“Only hope for what? Who are you people? And what was in the briefcase?”
“I work for Marshall-Barney Research Institute. And it’s our only hope to fix you.”
“Fix me? I’m not broken. I can travel through time; in what way is that not awesome?”
“Because we don’t know how the Time particles will affect you. You might age a hundred years in a
minute, or turn back into a baby, or travel ten years into the future.”
Put like that, it sounded like it was worth at least hearing what the lab monkeys had to say. Carl kept on
the roads, following Susan’s directions and sneaking glances at her in the passenger seat. He probably
shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help himself. It would have been bad enough if she’d just been there, gorgeous as
she was, but the fact that her white shirt had been soaked and was essentially see-through now… that really
didn’t help his concentration.
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Not that there was much other traffic out in the storm; a few car crashes, but no one else heading away
from the city like him. The only vehicles still driving were emergency services, and they were all heading into
the city. Which was starting to crumble in his rear-vision mirror. The tallest buildings had succumbed to the
pressure of the wind and hail, and some had fallen. Adelaide’s meagre skyline was even shorter now. Carl kept
the radio off so he wouldn’t have to hear how many people were dying in those buildings.
Eventually Susan directed him into the backstreets, winding around industrial districts and warehouses,
and finally into one of them. It looked even more abandoned than those around it.
There was nothing here. Well, apart from piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
Carl followed Susan to an old electrical box, which she opened and started pushing buttons in. When she
finished, the floor descended. They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An
elevator designed to look like an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a
secret facility? It seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Susan stepped off and looked back at him to indicate that it was fine for him
to follow. Carl did. This was an impressive feat. Underground for extra secrecy, presumably. You’d want that, if
you were messing around with the laws of space and time.
“Welcome to my workplace, Carl,” Susan said. “I’ll introduce you to—”
“Susan!” shouted a man who was running toward her. He was bald on top, with dark hair surrounding
each ear, a long hook-like nose, and chubby cheeks. He was dressed in a brown jacket with elbow-patches and
grey trousers, over which was a long white scientist coat. He hugged Susan. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Henry, but we have a problem.”
“You still have the case,” Henry said, spotting it.
“Carl opened it.”
Henry spun to stare at Carl, then back to Susan. “Why did you let him do that?”
“I didn’t. I was being chased. I thought I could leave him this case and take his and fool the thieves, but
when I got to him, he… asked me what the light was.”
Henry’s face dropped and he took a moment to stare into the distance. “You’d been there before?” he
asked Carl.
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“The first time, she gave me the briefcase and ran off. I opened it and went back to the cretaceous or
something. Then I came to eighteen-thirty-eight, and then to sometime in the nineteen-twenties, before
arriving safely back at the café when Susan tried to give me the briefcase again.”
“I assume she told you not to open it.” Maybe Henry was trying to sound angry and threatening, but he
was too chubby for that.
“She did. I guess she should have given it to someone else.”
“Have you checked it?” Henry asked Susan.
“I thought you’d want to,” Susan said, offering him the case.
“Look, I’ll do it,” Carl said. He took the briefcase, undid both clasps, and threw it open, ready for another
bout of visiting the past. Maybe he should start a history show…
There was nothing inside this time: no light, not the past. Just an empty briefcase.
Henry and Susan, both of whom had flinched away, now looked closely at it. After twenty seconds or so,
Susan said, “I think we should put him in the machine.”
“What machine?” Carl asked. “That machine?” The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe
four metres high and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing
lights. Henry seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube
about a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase identical to the
one Susan was carrying out of the room.
“It’s the only way of separating out the time you’ve stolen,” Susan said. “The only way of returning you to
normal.”

If Carl volunteers, turn to page 367.
If Carl doesn’t want to go in the machine, send “Don’t be such a baby”. (reject; there’s one like this
somewhere)
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Carl decided, on balance, that the creature probably wasn’t that dangerous. And, being that the city was
falling down, it would probably be good to help them fix it. Or at least stop the buildings from falling on
people.
He climbed out of the car. The bear-wombat-rhino-beast looked at him and wandered up as if interested
to see if he might be a thing to eat, but Carl wandered away quicker than the lethargic creature could be
bothered following.
Where to go? The Move It, Buster! building had already fallen, so there wasn’t much point going there.
Anyone still inside was dead already or trapped under too much debris to help at this stage, so that was out.
Unfortunately, nothing else rushed to mind. Which buildings would have housed the most people? Which
ones might he help? It was all random, so Carl left it to chance and wandered the streets.
Something horrible would no doubt present itself to him.
“You! Help!”
There it was.
Carl followed the woman to a nearby set of apartments. It was an oldish set, three storeys tall, and the
top story wasn’t exactly sitting flush on the others. Deep cracks ran the length of the building, too. Carl could
see the whole thing coming down any minute.
So he darted forward to help. This was what he’d come for, after all.
“There’s still someone on the top floor,” the woman told him. Carl guessed that she didn’t expect him to
run up and save them. More likely she was telling him because, well, with news like that you had to tell
someone. If that someone else agreed that there was nothing to do for them, then at least you’d had
consensus. It hadn’t been you letting them die because you’d discussed it. There was nothing to be done. So
sad.
“I’ll save them!” Carl shouted, and leapt up the steps. Behind him, the woman was probably making some
kind of incredulous face, but she had a prune-face anyway so Carl didn’t feel too bad about that. If the wind
changed and her face was stuck like that, no one would notice.
The first flight of steps was fine, but the second was covered with rubble and dust, which made the going
slower. Carl navigated his way up and shouted, “Hey! Anyone up here?”
Answering calls came from the apartment to his right. The door was locked, so Carl kicked it down, which
was fun, then raced through the rooms until he found a young man trapped beneath a piano. Carl went to
grab the piano, but couldn’t find a hand hold. It was one of the upright ones, not a grand piano, and had
tipped forward. Carl tried lifting from one side, but the piano just shifted its weight onto the other side and the
youth screamed.
Carl let go of the piano (more shifting weight; more screaming) and moved around to the centre and lifted
from there. That was no good, though, because the thing was too heavy to budge at all.
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Finally, he tried lifting it from the far side. That seemed to work out the best; pity he’d tried it last. The
piano lifted off the youth and he pushed himself out from under the piano. His legs were black and purple, but
he managed to pull himself clear using just his arms and Carl let the piano fall back down.
“Hi,” he said. “Let’s get you out of here.” Carl linked an arm around the young man’s shoulders and picked
up his legs with the other hand. He screamed a bit, but it was better that than dragging them on the ground.
He made it halfway to the door when the ceiling collaps—
Carl slipped on the rubble on the step and caught himself on the handrail. Had he just jumped through
time again?
Well, the ceiling was still there, so… yes. Probably.
Right. Carl raced up the stairs, kicked down the door, and ran straight to the room with the piano. He
heaved it up by the far corner, the youth dragged himself out, and Carl grabbed him off the floor and ran for
the stairs again.
He made it with a few seconds to spare. The ceiling collapsed behind him, showering him in dust. It
probably looked quite nice to the youth, who could no doubt see the ceiling falling toward them, always
closer, but Carl was focussed on not tripping on the next step and making it to safety.
Which he did. Down all the flights of stairs, out into the street, to place the startled youth on the ground
by the streets of Prune Woman. Apparently he hadn’t been gone long enough for her to change facial
expressions.
Then, since this place seemed to be saved, Carl moved on to the next.

If Carl finds another building to help, turn to page 375.
If Carl finds the central hub and attempts to organise the rescue effort, send “Picture on the Box”. (save
many many people)
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Yeah. Better off driving in this awful weather than walking. Umbrellas weren’t even strong enough to stop
him, not that he had an umbrella anyway. But a car should be tough enough. Carl placed his briefcase over his
head and ran to the nearest car, which was locked. He tried another, and another, and another, and finally
came upon a white Toyota that someone had abandoned with the keys still in the ignition.
He climbed in and found the key still turned to the “On” position. They must have forgotten to put the car
into neutral or stalled it in their hurry; in any case here it was and it was all Carl’s.
The engine restarted, Carl set off toward the city. He couldn’t go very fast because the storm was so thick
and heavy, but it was certainly quicker than walking. Every now and then there would be a broken tree branch
or crashed car on the road, but Carl avoided them and made good time, all things considered.
It was only when he reached the city itself that he discovered how slow the going would be from here.
Whatever the storm was, it had blown most of the taller buildings down, across roads and into other
buildings. Carl had heard reports of the storm on the car’s radio, but had turned them off because he didn’t
really want to know all the facts and figures and reasons why he shouldn’t be driving into the city. He’d
decided to go and hadn’t wanted to be dissuaded by the media…
Now, he probably should have listened.
Still, if his building was standing he was going to find it and if it wasn’t… well, he’d deal with that when he
came to it.
The city had became a sort of maze, some roads cut off by fallen buildings, and Carl found that he was the
only vehicle on the road that wasn’t emergency services. Everyone else was, sensibly, taking shelter, while Carl
was driving down back alleys and dodging car wrecks and keeping his windscreen wipers going as fast as they
could to wipe the hail off his windscreen.
Which was, after a while, enough to reach Victoria Square and from there it was only a short drive to…
The Move It, Buster! building was gone. Well, not exactly. It was still largely in the same place, but it was
far more horizontal than Carl had ever seen it. It lay across the road against the Adam Internet building, its top
two floors using the other building like a pillow.
So… probably not much point going to work or trying to put on his presentation, then.
Was it worth searching the wreckage for any injured? Probably not. There wouldn’t be any, not when a
nine-storey building collapsed. Even if there were survivors, right now they were buried in the rubble and
there was no way to sift through it all, especially in this weather.
And then the weather stopped.
Carl saw it coming in his rear vision mirror: the dark stormclouds gave way to blue. A circle of clear skies
was expanding from behind him, and when it was gone only the hail on the ground and the destroyed
buildings testified to the storm’s existence. The skies sure didn’t. The sun shone and it looked as if the previous
hour or so were a complete anomaly.
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How did that make sense? Sure, Carl hadn’t seen the storm coming, but he’d assumed it made sense.
Now that he’d seen it leave – disappearing faster than the wind could carry it, dissipating rather than blowing
away – he wasn’t so confident. He’d rather liked it when the world had made sense. Now that it didn’t…
should he stay or should he go?
If the rain and hail wasn’t about to attack him, the only danger here was the building itself collapsing
further, which didn’t seem likely. Of course, whether he could make any difference was another matter.
Maybe he was better just leaving the city; staying safe somewhere. Or should he check out why the storm had
disappeared? That could be more dangerous, but he was more likely to find out why today wasn’t making any
sense.

If Carl tries to help anyone trapped in his office, send “Company Man”. (can help some)
If Carl takes the safe option and leaves the city, send “Evacuation Man”. (leave Main Story)
If Carl investigates the source of the storm, turn to page 377.
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“I think…” Carl said, “…that we should wait here. We don’t know how many more there are, or where
they are. At least we know there’s only one of them here and that that one is, well, a bit stupid.”
“But what if it wakes up?” Jane asked.
“It’s already awake,” Carl said. “It just isn’t dangerous.”
“I don’t trust it,” Jane said. Hearing the creature’s low growl right behind her had probably been
terrifying, especially since she still hadn’t seen the creature and didn’t know how sad and stupid it looked. By
sound alone, it was scarier than by sight. Sure, it was big, but not exactly vicious.
“You want to go out there alone?” Carl asked her, pointing to the door.
Jane didn’t look as scared by that idea as she was by staying.
“I’ll come with you,” Tony said.
What? So now they were both going out into the unknown, where the stupid impossible storm had come
from? The storm that Jane had been listening to reports and death tolls about for an hour? What was the last
statistic? Ten thousand dead? And she trusted that more than one dopey neutered-looking bearhinowombat?
“Are you serious?” Carl asked, because he felt it needed to be asked.
“I can’t stay here,” Jane said with all the reason of the scared stupid.
“Carl, you’re okay here,” Tony said. “I’ll go with Jane and make sure she’s okay. If you want to stay here,
that’s fine.”
Carl nodded. He did want to stay here. He’d said that. So far today taking risks hadn’t turned out well for
him. He’d risked a cup of coffee and been burned. He’d driven to work and had a car accident. He wasn’t
taking the risk of going outside. Not again. He’d already called an ambulance. He’d just wait here for it to
arrive.
“I’m staying,” Carl said.
Tony didn’t look pleased. Jane didn’t even notice that Carl had spoken; she was too busy eyeing the
doorway. “All right, well, stay safe,” Tony said.
And then Carl was alone in the shop with the giant wombat creature. After a few minutes, it emerged
from the back room and started sniffing and nibbling at the shoes. Designer labels were snubbed. Tiny shoes
far more expensive than Carl thought they had any right to be were ignored. Straps and buckles were weighed
and measured and found wanting.
“Don’t try to eat me,” Carl told it. The creature glanced at him, perhaps evaluating whether he was a
threat and deciding he wasn’t.
“I’m just saying,” Carl went on, “I may look weak, and yes my arm is broken or something, but I have some
kick in me. You don’t try anything and I won’t try anything and we’ll both get on just fine.”
The creature had wandered more than halfway into the store by now, so Carl picked up the radio that
Jane had left by the storeroom door. Apparently the thing was a diprotodon. It was supposed to be extinct, but
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“supposed to be” didn’t mean much today. Storms like that weren’t supposed to be. They certainly weren’t
supposed to stop or start anywhere near as suddenly as they had. So if a diprotodon wanted to come into
existence in the back of a shoe store… why not indeed?
Carl realised he was leaning against a wall and wondered when he had decided to sit down. Had he slept?
He couldn’t remember. That was bad. His arm hurt no worse than before, but the prolonged pain surely
couldn’t be a good sign. He pulled out his phone and dialled one-one-two, but all the lines were busy. He
found the store’s phone – and briefly wondered where the storepeople had gone, not that it was important to
him – and dialled triple-oh from it.
That got through. He reiterated his request for an ambulance, added that he was feeling nauseous and
possibly losing consciousness, and hung up.
Then he probably lost consciousness again. Certainly he didn’t remember encouraging the diprotodon to
lick his face, which was what it was now doing, and he thought he would have remembered that.
Carl shoved out and knocked the diprotodon’s head aside. It grunted again, but didn’t try to eat him.
Instead it wandered for the door and the street beyond. Carl wiped his face and his hand came away slimy.
Great: extinct animal drool.
The radio had fallen from his grasp, so Carl picked it back up and put in the earbuds. While he slept, the
world had worsened again.
At least this time there weren’t millions of dollars of damage or thousands of deaths (estimates were at
twelve thousand now), there was just confusion… and a slight increase in population. It seemed that people
from eighteen-thirty-eight had arrived in two-thousand-and-eleven. Again, no one knew how they’d come
here and they didn’t seem to have any plan. It wasn’t an attack or an invasion, it was…
What the hell was it? Doc Brown messing with a time machine and pushing the wrong button? Mass
hysteria? Was this all a dream? The slobber felt real enough to Carl, and his blackened arm as well, but who
could tell? Crazy things happened in dreams, and “crazy things” certainly described the day.
So was he asleep? Best not to take the chance, all things considered. If he dropped off to sleep again (was
he dreaming within a dream?) he wasn’t sure he’d wake up. He was pretty sure the only reason he’d woken up
last time was because of the diprotodon’s licking and he couldn’t rely on that again.
Right, so: stay awake.

If Carl stays awake by slapping himself, turn to page 379. (Pain; not effective enough)
If Carl stays awake by finding coffee, send “Coffee Happy”. (effective, but does ambulance arrive in time?)
If Carl tries walking to the hospital now, send “Walk Happy”. (makes it to clinic. Choice to amputate or try
elsewhere)
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Best not to leave the creature’s life to fate, really. Fate had a way of beating him senseless with his own
well-wishes today; who knew what it might do to an innocent baby wombat-thing. That meant examining the
leg himself and applying any medical aid that was required.
Carl reached for the wombathing. It followed the motion of his fingers with its eyes, which put Carl in
mind of the way cats tended to shortly before they launched themselves at his hand. That said, he couldn’t
imagine the wombathing launching itself at the best of times and much less with a bloody leg, but Carl made
sure he kept his fingers out of the range of its mouth and teeth.
First he placed one hand on its back and the other on its backside and flipped the creature over. It didn’t
like it much, and thrashed around some, but Carl was strong enough to hold it in place on its back.
From here he could see the leg, if the wombathing – Carl decided to name it Edwina and assume it was
female – would stop trying to kick him and roll itself around the right way up. Luckily it had a fairly flat back, so
rolling itself over would be much like a turtle: it would take several coordinated rolls. It wouldn’t be one single
flip like a cat twisting impossibly.
Carl tried to grab the foot, but Edwina kicked and pulled it out of his grip. After a minute he gave up. Yes,
it hurt, but he needed to see. How could he see if she—
Ah. Carl had let his hands hang beside her and now Edwina was using them as foot-rests. Seemed she
wasn’t so fixated on turning the right way up as she was in having the ground on her paws, so Carl left one
hand under her right foot so he could examine her leg.
There was no bone protruding, that was the main thing. The blood seemed to be coming from a gash on
her thigh and the foot quivered, but whether this was from pain or fear Carl couldn’t say. He used his sleeve to
wipe at the blood and saw a sliver of metal still in her leg. It looked like a staple.
Had she leaned against a stapler in the wrecked building? No… the staple was unfolded: one single line,
not a squared-off U shape. So how had it embedded itself in her leg?
“What have you been up to?” he asked her.
Edwina didn’t reply. Except for that look in her eyes that said she was still waiting to see what Carl’s plan
was for her, and that she was ready to objected to it at a moment’s notice.
“How did you get here?” he asked her, then realised that that was a question he probably could answer.
“Hey, Red!”
“Yes mister?” There was something subservient in Red’s manner that worried Carl. The man acted like
Carl was superior just because he wore a suit.
“What happened when you arrived? Specifically?”
“I was in the field. There was a flash of light, like the sun going wild, and then I was here.”
“Yes, you covered that during our long walk into town,” Carl said. “Were you standing? Sitting? Were you
holding any tools? Did they come with you?”

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 364

“I was holding a rake, but it wasn’t much good once I was here.”
“Why not?”
“Because it was in the tree.”
“It flew out of your hands?”
“No, it was… like a trick. The tree and the rake were trying to both be in the same place and they’d got
stuck together, in each other.”
They’d phased, then. When the objects from the past had come into the present, if that space was
occupied, then the past-thing and the now-thing (Carl would have to develop some better time-travel
language if this kept up much longer) would both be that space. It was just lucky that Red hadn’t appeared
with a wall running through the middle of him.
Which might also explain Edwina. If the staple (if that was what it was) had been in that space then it
would have been embedded in her leg the moment she teleported here.
Great. Mystery solved, but the metal was still in her leg.
Carl had been putting off pulling it out because he knew that as soon as he did, Edwina would try to
escape. She’d kick or bite or anything it took to escape the nasty man who’d made her leg hurt. She wouldn’t
understand that he was trying to help because she – like so many people today – didn’t understand what was
happening.
Carl readied his jacket, which he planned to press against her leg to stop the bleeding, and hopefully stop
her bites or scratches getting through. Then, fast as he could, he grabbed the end of the staple and yanked.
Edwina made a scratchy, squeally, grunt and made every attempt to attack or escape Carl. She twisted her
back, kicked with her legs, craned her head around to bit. Carl grabbed hold of her injured leg with one hand
and scooped up his jacket in the other. In a couple of seconds, he had it wrapped around her leg, but she’d
also managed to stand. Carl placed his other hand on her back and pushed her into the ground.
He could hear her breathing. Wheezing through her snout. Her eyes pleaded one moment and then she’d
attack the next, trying to reach one of his hands with her teeth. They were out of her range, but every time
Carl thought she’d given up she’d try again, so it was never a sure thing.
After a few minutes, with no more pain coming, Edwina settled down. Carl didn’t let her go. She’d shown
with her biting attempts to be a bit too clever for his liking: she’d assessed him, almost. Not at all raving or
stupid. Slow, perhaps, but fast enough when she needed to be. Because of that, Carl wasn’t letting her go until
he was sure she was asleep or at least placated.
It was perhaps another half an hour before the next weirdness happened. Edwina had fallen asleep, or
was so good at pretending that Carl couldn’t tell the difference, so Carl was stuck by the side of the road with
her, staring at the SeaLink building on the other side of the street.
Then the shadows shifted.
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It had been a bright, hot, sunny day (at least since the awful storm had disappeared), and yet suddenly
there was a shadow over Carl. Passing plane? Passing cloud?
Neither. The sky was clear of all traffic and clouds. Just light blue, almost washed out, hard and hot. So
why th—
The building was back, but it wasn’t the same building. Perhaps it was what had been there before the
yellowing Optus building had been built. In any case, Carl now had occasion to see phasing up close.
It wasn’t pretty. The base of the building was the rubble of the Optus tower, but rising out of this was the
pristine but old-fashioned three-storey building, all columns and pillars and stonework.
Carl carefully picked up Edwina so she wouldn’t wake and walked over to the building. At the point of
intersection, the ruined stone was fused to the old building.
What had happened to Red and the firemen? They’d been on top of the rubble, picking at the ruins. Did
they now have a floor through their heads?
“Red!” Carl shouted.
“Carl?” That was Red, sure enough. But was that pain or terror in his voice?
He had to get in there, save Red. It was no good making friends if he was going to leave them to die. Carl
looked at Edwina in his arms: he’d saved her through his action. He wouldn’t let Red die through inaction.
But he didn’t want to lose Edwina either. If he put her down, she’d probably wake up and run off…

If Carl ties up Edwina before entering the building, turn to page 402.
If Carl leaves Edwina on the ground and enters the building, send “Be Free, Girl”. (essentially same as
p402. Edwina doesn’t wander off. Waits in street for him)
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Fair enough. Tony could stay here. He’d been whining about missing his wife and kid; well, now he could
go and find them.
“I’ll come with you,” Carl told Susan. “You find your family,” he said to Tony. He seemed pleased by the
idea. All this craziness wasn’t what he wanted, but then he had others to think about.
Carl didn’t, so he followed Susan out of the car and into the warehouse. She waited until Tony was out of
sight, then approached an electrical panel and input a number onto the keypad. A moment later, the whole
floor began to descend.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a secret lab, for that matter? Or
fiddled with the trousers of time? It all seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side. Who was Susan’s employer that they could afford… this?
A large machine occupied most of the room: a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high and
connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. The closest part of
the machine had a clear-plastic cube about a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this
cube was a briefcase.
What did that giant machine actually do?
When the elevator stopped, Susan hopped off and went straight toward a balding man with a long hooklike nose and chubby cheeks and hugged him. They exchanged well-wishes and a few technical words that Carl
didn’t really understand. Eventually they remembered that he was there.
“And who is this?” the man asked.
“Carl,” Susan said, “this is Henry Levenstein.”
“Pleasure,” Carl said, because, well, what did you say when you were introduced to a mad scientist who
could manipulate time and had his own subterranean lab and a dozen minions? Oh, and three men in security
uniforms with pistols.
“I understand you rescued Susan. Thank you.”
“I was actually looking for the origin of the storm,” Carl said. It seemed this was not the right thing to say,
because Henry turned sour. Did he think Carl was accusing him of starting it?

If Carl blames Henry for the storm, send “What the hell, doc”. (Henry offended, orders him to leave)
If Carl doesn’t blame Henry for the storm, turn to page 380.
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“Should I want to return to normal?” Carl asked.
“We don’t know what the effects of excess Time will be,” Henry said.
Carl didn’t know either, but it also didn’t sound like a question that he wanted to become the answer to.
Better safe than sorry on a day like today. He couldn’t bunny-hop through time forever, and that was only the
consequence he could predict. What horrors might Susan or Henry know (or suspect) awaited him?
“All right,” he said. Carl looked again at the giant circular machine and the clear plastic cube on its nearest
part. The cube wasn’t very big; Carl thought he’d fit in, but it would be a squeeze and it wouldn’t be dignified.
“How do we do this?”
“Assuming you were wearing those same clothes when you were exposed to the Time,” Henry said, “they
will have absorbed it too so you’ll get to keep them on.”
Oh. Being naked hadn’t actually occurred to him. The indignity of being squashed into the machine had,
but that they might consider putting him in there while naked was… worrying.
“Great,” he said.
“Basically, we’ll just fit you in there, turn it on, and separate the excess Time.”
“How does that work?”
“Complicatedly,” Henry said. That finished the discussion. Henry called to a couple of the lab technicians
and had them shut down the machine and remove the briefcase that currently occupied the cube. Someone
fetched a stepladder and placed it in front, though in the end this didn’t help. The entrance was slightly higher
than his hip, so it wasn’t stepping up that was the problem, it was getting in.
Ultimately, after a few minutes of trying different positions, Carl curled himself into a ball and the three
security guards lifted him and slid him into the cube and slid across the bolt on the outside.
It was close and warm and smelled of plastic inside the cube, but at least they’d put him in so he could
see Henry and Susan rather than stare into the hole in the centre of the giant metal doughnut. That said,
Henry and Susan weren’t very comforting right now. They were on the other side of the lab, fiddling with
controls and pushing buttons.
And looking worried.
Why shouldn’t they be worried? He was an anomaly and they were trying something untried in order to
fix him. Also his life was at stake. There was a lot of pressure on them right now.
Carl gave them a smile and a wave, to let them know that it was all right and that he trusted them, but
this didn’t bolster their confidence. Susan looked at Henry then turned quickly away. Henry kept his head
down on his work.
“How long will this take?” he shouted.
“A few minutes,” Henry shouted back. His voice came through muted and distant, almost gone. “Ready?”
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Carl gave him a thumbs-up and Henry pushed a final button and the machine whirred to life. It didn’t hurt,
exactly; it was more like… pressure. Like he couldn’t move. Like there was something holding him in a tight
hug. Not painful, not piercing, but definitely restricting.
Carl reached out and hit the clear plastic in front of him. Hopefully they’d know to stop. They didn’t, but
then Henry wasn’t looking at him. He was too busy staring hard at his readout. Susan was nowhere to be seen.
Carl shouted, “Hey!” but his jaw was sluggish. He got the word out, but it took him far longer than it
should. It felt like he was pushing against setting concrete. The air was thick and resistant.
And now, trapped in the clear cube, staring at the impassive or furtive lab techs, breathing stale air, Carl
panicked. He wanted to kick and thrash around, but he could barely move his arms and legs – both because of
the strange resistance and because the cube was so small.
One of the security guards left his post on the wall and jogged forward to undo the latch on the outside of
the cube, but Henry raised a hand and said something Carl couldn’t hear and the guard, with repeated glances
at Carl in the cube, went back to the wall.
And Carl realised: they weren’t going to let him out. They knew he wanted help, but they weren’t going to
let him out. They wanted this. They’d lied. For whatever reason, they wanted him in the machine. And they
knew it would kill him.
They all knew.
Now that he’d thought it, Carl couldn’t help but read it on each of their faces: sorrow and determination.
Yes you’re about to die, and we’re very sorry about it, but we’re not going to stop killing you.
Carl screamed. It took him a long time to force his mouth open – the air was becoming thicker every
second, harder to battle against – but when he did, he yelled for his life.
And then, he stopped. He didn’t feel his heart slowing, or become cold, or anything like that. He just…
stopped. One moment conscious, the next moment gone. All activity stopped. Like someone hitting pause.
And Carl Wickam remained that way until the end of time: curled up, eyes wide, screaming for his life.

The End.
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“Okay,” Carl said. “Lead the way.”
Levenstein paused at the door to listen, then crept out. That seemed unnecessary to Carl: after all, if an
email from the future had told him what to do, why was he hesitating? Surely the future got it right.
They made their way out of the bathroom’s little hallway and went straight into the fire stairs, not even
going so far as the elevators. Probably for the best; they didn’t want to be in an elevator when the Suits called
for one to come up here to find him.
“Who are they?” Carl asked as he followed the little old scientist down the stairs. “The men in suits?”
“I have no idea.”
How carefully plotted was their timeline? Did they need to make it to the ground floor in the next two
minutes, or did they have some time before the Suits realised they’d been played and started their search?
“So this email from Susan,” Carl said. “How detailed was it?”
“Not very. I think she was in a hurry.”
“You mean she will be in a hurry, when she sends it?”
“Right.”
“What happens if you don’t obey it? Will that destroy the space-time continuum?”
“Shouldn’t,” Levenstein said. “But we’ve never been in a position to try until now. Personally I don’t
believe in pre-determinism because that denies us having any real choices. Only phantom choices. Choices
that don’t actually affect the outcome.”
Levenstein seemed to be waiting for input. Carl made him wait another flight of steps before he said,
“Right…”
“But I think it’s more likely that reverse-causation allows us any choice at any point without futuredestroying consequences.”
“What the hell is reverse-causation?” Carl hissed. He’d had enough of being calm and polite and waiting
for Levenstein to reach the point. The man talked in circles.
“Look, your life is the result of all of your choices, right?” Levenstein asked. “Do I go right or left? Based
on that choice, you have the option of eating bacon-and-eggs or a hamburger. With me so far?”
Carl nodded.
“Well, imagine that in one future you go right and eat bacon, and that in that future, you send an email
back to right now. The email will make perfect sense for the ‘you’ who chooses to go right and eat bacon. But
since that email went back to before you chose whether to go right or left, you could still choose left. If you do,
the email will make no sense at all because you’ll never have to make the choice it discusses.”
This was all too much for Carl. “Surely anything sent from the future would be – or will be, or whatever –
perfectly tailored to the past it has come from, otherwise it couldn’t have existed.”
“Time is branching,” Levenstein said. “At every point.”
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Carl tried to find some silver linings to all this, especially since there were two men searching this building
to kill him right now. “So… because I’ve sent myself an email in the future, does that mean I can’t die until
then?” Carl asked.
“Goodness no! Haven’t you been listening?” Levenstein asked. “Look, if a ‘you’ from another timeline
sends the email back, it will be in your past even though this you didn’t send it. That’s reverse-causation. You
could die at any moment; the universe won’t care.”
Carl stared desolately at the opening stairwell doors; they’d reached the ground floor. He could die at any
moment? He wasn’t safe. Wasn’t protected. Worse, it seemed the email from the future might not even relate
to this him. It could have been meant for another him.
He couldn’t trust anything from the future. Not absolutely. It might apply to him, but it might not…

If Carl embraces that the email from the future is for this timeline, turn to page 386.
If Carl denies that the email from the future is for this timeline, send “Jack Shepherd”. (leaves lab saying
another future-him will deal with it)
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“That’s all right,” Carl said. “I was actually looking for the origin of the storm, which I understand
happened because those two men opened the briefcase they’d stolen from you.”
Levenstein shot Susan a sharp look. “You seem very well informed of events, Mister Wickam.”
“Henry,” Susan said, “he did just save my life.”
“Yes, of course.” There was a flicker of a smile there, so brief that Carl almost missed it. “However, I’m not
sure what he is still doing here. No offense Mister Wickam, but you must admit that it would be safer for you if
you weren’t here.”
“But not for Susan,” Carl said. “Those men took her once. They might try again.”
“They might,” Levenstein said, “but I doubt they will. They have no reason to, you see. They got what they
came for last time when they took her. Coming back here now would only expose them to further harm.
Unnecessary harm, really. They might do it, but logically they shouldn’t.”
“Logically?” Carl asked. “Today hasn’t been very logical.”
“Depends how much of the story you know, I suppose,” Levenstein said. He seemed amused by
everything that had happened. Probably because he’d never had the guts to experiment with Time himself,
but had always dreamed of doing so. Now that someone else had unleashed it, he could document the results
without feeling any of the guilt.
Except that, really, it was all still his fault, and Carl would make him pay for it somehow.
“Two hours ago, you would have said that the storm didn’t make any sense,” Levenstein continued. “Now
you know that it does. The more we know, the more sense we find.”
“Doctor?” someone asked from a bank of technical machines. Levenstein left to talk to the techie.
“You all right?” Susan asked.
“No one’s holding a gun to my head at the moment, so great, yeah. Why?”
“You look… I don’t know… angry? You keep glaring at Henry, even though you’re saying nice things.”
“It’s like you said,” Carl told her, “he didn’t push the button, but he still made the bomb. He’s not
absolved of all guilt.”
“Mister Wickam?” Levenstein said from the terminal. “Could you help us a minute?”
Carl walked over, aware that Levenstein probably wouldn’t be asking for help. There was nothing here
that Carl could help with; the scientist must know that. If he was inviting Carl over to the monitor, it was to
show him something on it.
“What’s up?”
“This here,” Levenstein pointed at columns of figures. One seemed to be the time, measured minute-byminute; the second, which Levenstein’s finger was on, was a number out of one-hundred to two decimal
places. “This is the amount of Time remaining in the briefcase that is currently in my machine.”
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Carl turned to check. The briefcase that he’d stolen and opened a minute ago (or, a minute ago for him)
was sitting inside its clear plastic cube.
“Right,” Carl said, following. It was a display of how much Time they’d stripped out of the briefcase so far.
And the numbers were even – no sudden jumps or dips. No evidence of him, in other words.
“This one…” Now Levenstein pointed to another column beside the second. “…indicates the amount of
Time currently inside the briefcase.”
Now Carl could see the sudden jump and dip. Until two minutes ago, the figure in there had been
increasing regularly. Then it dropped to zero in an instant.
“Ordinarily,” Levenstein said, “these two figures balance out. Time separated from the briefcase, Time
inside the briefcase. Care to tell me why there is no Time in my briefcase, Mister Wickam?”
“One of the great questions, isn’t it?” Carl asked. “Where did the Time go?”
“You opened the briefcase,” Levenstein said.
“You made a machine that killed ten thousand people and then left it lying where two kidnappers could
get it and, failing to learn your lesson, didn’t increase security enough to stop a lone office worker from doing
the same thing.” Carl stepped closer to Levenstein. “You shouldn’t be in charge of this, Henry. You’ll get more
people killed.”
“Carl!” Susan said.
“Going to side with him again?” Carl asked her. “You were all against the corporations denying
responsibility on the way over, but to their faces you’ll do whatever they say. You’re a hypocrite.”
That hit her like a slap.
“Get out,” Levenstein said, glaring at Carl.
“Again?” Carl asked. His heart was racing from the lie exposed, from admitting the truth, from standing up
to Levenstein again, and now something else was creeping in on the sides of his awareness.
“Yes!” Levenstein shouted. “As many times as it takes!”
The guards were now at Carl’s elbows again, ready to take him to the door.

If Carl throws a parting quip at Levenstein, send “Such Sweet Sorrow”. (end of story)
If Carl throws a parting quip at Susan, turn to page 384.

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 373

“Good?” Susan asked. Being free had apparently not calmed her any. “You think those men mean the
world good?”
“From a… certain perspective,” Carl said. “Which I’m not saying I share.”
She let the argument pass. “I assume you have a car?”
He did, in a manner of speaking. It wasn’t technically his car, but she hadn’t asked that. “I do.”
“Right. Lead the way.”
So Carl did. Within a minute they were seated on the old car’s fake leather seats. Susan showed her
displeasure at this, also.
“I should warn you,” Carl said as he sat, “there are some kind of prehistoric animals around the place.”
“Then drive carefully,” Susan told him, but she sounded like she was talking to an infant.
Carl started the engine and started away. Susan provided directions to the lab, which was apparently
across the other side of the city. Before they reached it, the animals were joined by further time travellers:
people from the year eighteen-thirty-eight, according to the radio. No one knew how they’d come here.
Carl guessed one person knew, and she was in his car.
“Well?” Carl asked.
Susan looked furtive a moment, then said, “It’s the timebursts,” she said. “When the kidnappers opened
the briefcase, some of the Time escaped, hit the atmosphere, spread. It’s pulling objects from the past. Henry
always stipulated that they’d start small and far in the past, but grow bigger and closer.”
“So… say a storm from a million years ago, and then some animals from a couple of thousand?”
“And then people, yes.”
“Is it going to get worse?”
“I don’t know.”
“How big are we talking? These objects?”
This seemed to be another subject Susan didn’t want to talk about. “Theoretically, they could be anything.
People. Cars.”
“Buses?”
“Maybe.” She sounded annoyed now. Or, again. “This is all theoretical.”
“You created briefcases that mess with time and never experimented with them?”
“We… Henry saw the risks. So no. We didn’t open them. And before you ask, we don’t know how they
found our lab or knew what the machine did.”
Susan seemed determined to kill the conversation, so Carl let it die for now, and they drove on listening to
the radio. After half an hour, Susan’s directions finished and Carl parked the convertible inside a seeminglyabandoned warehouse off Grange Road. She then accessed what looked like an electrical box on the wall. A
moment later, the whole floor began to descend.
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They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Or a secret lab, for that matter? Or
fiddled with the trousers of time? It all seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side. Who was Susan’s employer that they could afford… this?
A large machine occupied most of the room: a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high and
connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. The closest part of
the machine had a clear-plastic cube about a metre a side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this
cube was a briefcase.
Presumably Doctor Levenstein had wasted no time in stripping the Time from another briefcase.
Apparently the world ending was no reason to discontinue work.
When the elevator stopped, Susan hopped off and went straight toward a balding man with a long hooklike nose and chubby cheeks and hugged him. They exchanged well-wishes and a few technical words that Carl
assumed were discussing the timestorm. Eventually they remembered that he was there.
“And who is this?” the man, presumably Henry, asked.
“Carl,” Susan said, “this is Henry Levenstein.”
“Pleasure,” Carl said, because, well, what did you say when you were introduced to a mad scientist who
had his own subterranean lab and a dozen minions? Oh, and three men in security uniforms with pistols.
“I understand you rescued Susan. Thank you.”
“The men let us go, actually.”
“Really?”
“After a fashion,” Carl said. “They tied us up, but they must know we’d escape. They could just as easily
have killed us.”
“But they opened the briefcase?” Henry asked Susan. “And you don’t know where they’ve gone?”
“No,” Susan said. “Once Carl convinced them that we weren’t a threat they just left.”
“And we still don’t know who they are, or how they found out about us, or… anything, really.” Henry
stared at the same patch of blank wall for another few seconds, then snapped back to life. “Right! Best get on
with things, then.”

If Carl remembers that there may be a way to find the Suits, turn to page 382.
If Carl doesn’t remember, send “Memento”. (dead ends. Never see Suits again. Story wraps up)

The Briefcase by Stephen Bills

Page 375

The next place, though, Carl didn’t have a feeling about. It seemed like a normal sort of place; there
wasn’t the strange impending déjà vu he’d felt before. Did that mean that this place wasn’t going to collapse?
Presumably, so he moved on.
Everywhere he went, people were screaming and covered in blood and calling for him to help or run for
his life. Sometimes they shouted both at the same time, which became messy. “Help for your life!” was Carl’s
favourite saying of the day so far, but he still lacked the sense of impending doom that he could help avert.
Then he found it and wished he hadn’t.
It was a black building, utterly square, and very tall. How had it stayed up this long? The others its size had
all toppled, but it had held strong. When Carl looked at it, he could see it falling in his mind’s eye. He might
have put that down to his imagination (but probably wouldn’t; not today) except for the sense of immediacy
he had. Like a deadline fast approaching. Like the jitters before a date.
This building was about to fall.
And he couldn’t do anything to stop it. At best, he saw himself rushing into the lobby and then the whole
building fell on top of him. That was the farthest he could make it. Maybe if he’d been here earlier he could
help anyone still trapped in it, but not now. Now it was too late.
Carl ran the other way, turning corners when he could. Five seconds behind him, the building collapsed.
With no heavy rain to dampen the dust this time, it shot out in every direction. Carl, having dodged and
weaved, didn’t encounter as much as he could see on most other streets, but it was still enough to make him
cover his mouth and shut his eyes and cough for breath.
Rather than wait for the dust to settle, Carl fumbled his way out of the debris cloud and found another
building that knotted his stomach. He went in to investigate and found the problem: ceiling collapses across
the building’s few stories had made the place more dangerous than a tomb in an Indiana Jones film. The floor
could give away or the ceiling collapse at any time and in any place, and either of those would kill the helpful
emergency personnel as well as those trapped in the building.
Enter Carl.
Despite the protestations of the rescue workers (“You’re crazy”, “It’s not stable”, “Don’t be a hero”,
“You’re not going to help anyone if you hurt yourself”, etc), Carl passed through the front doors. Inside the
building was riskier than they were willing to go, so that left him alone in the death trap.
He wound his way through the invisible maze. Sometimes he saw images of himself walking away and
meeting disaster, other times he’d meet it himself and then find he was back a minute ago, but after about
half an hour he’d worked out the safe route to the upper floor where the remaining workers had holed up,
scared to venture out since the floor had collapsed under the first guy and he’d tumbled down two floors to
his death.
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Another ten minutes had his conga-line out the front of the building and the rescue workers patting him
on the back. Forty minutes ago they’d been all doom-and-gloom, but now that he had succeeded they were
full of words of praise and pledges that they knew he’d do fine.
They started talking about medals then, that Carl should receive something for his bravery, for risking his
life to help others.
Of everyone, today, Carl thought that he shouldn’t be receiving thanks. It was his opening the briefcase
that had caused all this destruction. Every person he “saved” would have been safe anyway if not for his
disregarding the proper instructions. He wasn’t saving lives, he was just preventing further counts of negligent
murder being added to his tally.
But on a day like today, people probably could use some figurehead to rally around. The only question
was, should it be him?

If Carl gives them his name and becomes an icon of hope in this dark time, turn to page 390.
If Carl takes no credit but instead disappears into the shadows to fight for the helpless, send “For the
Right Reasons”. (goes to house to fight Suits)
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He was probably best off leaving the rescue effort to those who knew what they were doing. He’d just
hurt himself if he tried to chip in. Besides, saving people from the building wouldn’t help him to understand
what was going on today. Investigating the storm might.
He started the engine, chucked a U-turn, and headed east. It was hard to tell exactly where the storm had
started and finished from, but it was somewhere in this direction.
Carl switched the radio on after a minute, not that he expected there to be anything broadcasting. He was
wrong: the radio was awash with emergency information. Mostly it was “stay out of the city”, but reports were
beginning to emerge of large, bear-like creatures that had been seen in and around Burnside. These reports
were still being confirmed, but until the danger was cleared it was recommended that everyone stay in their
homes.
Carl headed for Burnside. He didn’t know how crazy creatures were connected to the rain, but he was
sure they were. Two impossible things in one day weren’t coincidence.
On the way, Carl thought he saw glimpses of the creatures, described as diprotodons, in side-streets or
lumbering in front yards, but he didn’t stop to check. What would be the point? He couldn’t question them
and they could well be dangerous.
If that were the case, though, there probably would have been reports of attacks, which there weren’t.
Whatever these things were, they seemed docile.
When Carl arrived in Burnside, he became somewhat lost. What now? The radio was more concerned
with cleaning up the city and helping the tens of thousands of wounded than they were with pinpointing the
exact centre of the disturbance.
Carl stopped at Burnside Village to stretch his legs. How to find the source? The shopping centre had
become something of an emergency relief centre. Unsurprising, really. Probably everywhere that could be
used to coordinate help was being used as such. He found someone who didn’t look too busy and wasn’t
bleeding heavily.
“You here to help?” the man asked, before Carl could open his mouth.
“Uh, no,” Carl said.
This didn’t seem to please the man. “Then go away.”
“No,” Carl said.
The man shook his head and wandered off, moving medical supplies toward a set of trestle tables that
had been set up. Carl followed him. “Do something useful or go away.”
“Did you see where the storm came from?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The storm,” Carl said. “It appeared and disappeared from one spot. It didn’t sweep in with the weather.
Did you see where it came from?”
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The man stopped unpacking bandages. “Now that you mention it, yeah. It started just over there.” He
nodded, his eyes not focussed on Carl or his bandages any more. Given the man’s own bloody arm and torn
sleeve, Carl guessed he hadn’t had time to stop and think about why any of this had happened; he was too
busy dealing with the consequences.
“How far away?” Carl asked.
He shrugged. “Two blocks?”
“Thanks,” Carl said. “Good luck with…” He nodded at the line of injured people that was assembled in
front of the trestle tables. “…this.”
“Good luck with your thing,” the man said, and went back to his unpacking.
Carl wandered back to the car, then paused. Was it worth driving?

If Carl walks, send “Pavement Pounding”. (basically same)
If Carl drives, turn to page 190.
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Without the disgusting diprotodon to help him, Carl thought pain would be the most effective way to stay
awake, so every time his head started to droop, he’d slap himself in the face. That pepped him up again, at
least for a little while.
After a few minutes, though, it wasn’t enough, so Carl stood up and paced around the store. The
footsteps jarred his arm, but the regular surroundings and motion were somewhat hypnotic so Carl stopped
that too.
Shit. He needed something else to do. Something to occupy him while he waited for the ambulance.
Something that…
Carl slapped himself just in time. He’d nearly dozed off then. This was becoming serious. He couldn’t even
think repetitive thoughts now without fear that he might fall asleep? Was he supposed to stay awake all day?
Where was that damned ambulance?
Carl went back to slapping himself and trying to think of anything that would keep his mind occupied.
Sadly, he was a very boring person. The most exciting thing to happen to him was what was happening right
now, which wasn’t much of a distraction from what was happening right now.
Still, maybe that was for the best. Carl concentrated on the pain, on experiencing every moment of agony.
When that didn’t work, he playfully slapped his blackened arm against the floor.
That did it.
Searing pain, tightness, pressure, blossomed in his arm. It felt like it was about to burst. Like it was raw
and sore and tender. Carl focussed on not passing out from the pain and on capturing the memory like a
snapshot in the hopes that it would keep him awake.
Ultimately, though, he was too drowsy. His body had had enough of putting up with this pain and all it
wanted to do was rest. Maybe then it could fix the damage. That seemed to be the message it was trying to
communicate. Carl didn’t entirely trust his body to know what was best. Usually, yes, rest was the best course,
but not always. Not now, when an ambulance was coming for him.
Carl gave himself another slap, this one with his right arm. The pain seared, flashed red, and Carl’s head
hit the wall behind him and knocked a shoe to the ground.
The shock of the shoe bought him another minute or so, but after that the weariness came back stronger
than ever and Carl felt his head drop down onto his chest one last time.

The End.
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Because he wasn’t trying to accuse Henry, if for no other reason than the man had three armed guards.
Also, Carl didn’t think this was Henry’s fault. Even if Henry was responsible for making the briefcase, he hadn’t
been the one to open it. That was the Suits. They’d come in here, tried to steal the briefcase, kidnapped Susan
to do so, and then opened it and unleashed all this havoc. That he and Susan had escaped them wasn’t due to
their benevolence, it was due to Carl outsmarting them.
“What were those guys after?” Carl asked. “Do you know?”
“They were after the briefcase,” Henry said.
The stupid card seemed the best one in his hand right now. “Right, and when they opened it they
unleashed the timestorm or whatever it’s called, but… was their plan to cause all this destruction? To use your
briefcase as a weapon?”
“I don’t know,” Henry said. “Probably not, but that’s only a guess. We still don’t know who they are or
how they found out about us, let alone what they want, but since there haven’t been any actual attacks – just
the timestorm – and since no one seems to be attempting to overthrow the government or anything… I don’t
think they meant it as a weapon, no.”
As Henry babbled, Carl examined the huge doughnut-shaped machine occupying most of the room. He
couldn’t tell what it was by looking, but since there was a briefcase in the clear plastic cube at the front he
assumed it had something to do with messing up time.
“Ah, that,” Henry said, “is my baby. She separates time from space, insulates them from one another so
the space can’t be affected by time or the time by the space. If you put a hollow object in there – like a
briefcase – then the Time becomes trapped inside, walled all around by pure Space that it can’t affect; safely
contained.
“But when those men opened the briefcase, they released the Time particles, which bonded with
whatever they contacted. What happens to the objects after that we don’t know.”
“But you have educated guesses?” Carl prompted.
“I do. The timebursts are random encounters – Time particles grafting onto space like a kid reaching into a
lucky dip and pulling out random gifts – but the Time that is absorbed by a living being… I think that would be
different. There’s the possibility that the being’s perception of time could be… altered.”
Carl could see how that might be handy. Especially to a pair of guys who ran around like secret agents:
dressed in dark suits, stealing company secrets, and generally acting like corporate espionage or world
domination was the name of the game.
“Right,” said Carl. “So what do we do now?”
Carl hadn’t thought there was anything objectionable in that sentence, but Henry found something.
“We?” he asked. “Mister Wickam, I’m very grateful for everything you’ve done, but you must admit that it
would be safer for you if you weren’t here.”
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“But not for Susan,” Carl said. “Those men took her once. They might try again.”
“They might,” Henry said, “but I doubt they will. They have no reason to, you see. They got what they
came for last time when they took her. Coming back here now would only expose them to further harm.
Unnecessary harm, really. They might do it, but logically they shouldn’t.”
“Logically?” Carl asked. “Today hasn’t been very logical.”
“Depends how much of the story you know, I suppose,” Henry said. He seemed amused by all of this. Like
it was all a test or experiment. Probably he was having the time of his life: he’d never had the guts to
experiment with Time himself, but had always dreamed of doing so. Now that someone else had unleashed it,
he could document the results without feeling any of the guilt.
“Two hours ago, you would have said that the storm didn’t make any sense,” Henry continued. “Now you
know that it does. The more we know, the more sense we find.”
“Well you can add some sense from me: I’m staying.” Carl planted his feet firmly, like that might stop the
three security guards from picking him up and dragging him out of there.
“As you like,” Henry said. “Right now we’re just trying to put the whole grisly mess behind us. Get on with
things. And, of course, keep an eye on what the timebursts are doing up there.”
“Can you predict them? Help somehow?”
“No.”
“But you could tell them what’s happening,” Carl said. “Help them prepare.”
“Right now they’re not in any position to prepare for anything; they’re too busy mopping up after the
storm, as well they should be. Knowing that something else is coming won’t help anything. The best I could do
is measure the timebursts. Unfortunately, all of my equipment is in this lab, not out in the field.”
Information about the timebursts could help save hundreds of lives. Maybe thousands, on a day like
today.
On the other hand, going out there would mean leaving Susan here in the lab, and what was to stop the
Suits from coming back and kidnapping her again?

If Carl volunteers to take out the survey equipment, turn to page 396.
If Carl stays behind to guard Susan in case the Suits return, send “Safety in Numbers”. (Suits don’t return)
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“Actually,” Carl said, “there may be a way to find them.”
Henry and Susan both stopped to stare at him for a while.
“At least, there’s a way for them to find me. They took my driver’s licence out of my wallet, so now they
know where I live.”
“Even so,” Henry said, “they have no reason to check up on you.”
“So we give them a reason,” Carl said.
“Then we need to think of the reason fast, because when the timebursts end, whichever one of them that
opened the briefcase will be able to see into the future. I dare say they won’t fall for anything we do after that
point.”
Right, so they were on a time limit. And given how long the storm had lasted, they probably had about an
hour left, maybe two, before the timebursts caught up with the present. Carl could make it back to his house
in about half an hour, but how to attract the attention of the Suits? Unless they were already at or watching
his house, he’d need to lure them there. How?
Oh, that was right. He was standing in an underground lair with a mad scientist who had created a
machine to tear the time right off of space-time. “How” shouldn’t be all that hard to solve.
After all, Carl knew about the Suits. He’d seen them. Could expose them. All they had to do was make the
Suits worry that he would. Give them a reason to shut him up.
“Can you do anything to the emergency broadcasts?” Carl asked.
“What?” Henry asked.
“Can you tap into the radio broadcasts or something? I imagine that compared with your time-stripper it’s
not that complicated a system.”
“Probably not, but why?”
“We need to lure them to us. They know about this place and they have my address on my licence. If we
send a message from me, something that makes in necessary for them to attack me – to shut me up perhaps –
then we draw them out of hiding.”
Henry nodded. “Give me five minutes.”
Carl used the time to question Susan for anything she might know about the Suits. There wasn’t a lot. Her
descriptions of their faces was better than Carl’s, but the men were so generic that he doubted anyone would
pick them out of a crowd. Something else, then… Surely he must know something he could use against them!
The numberplate! He’d seen it when he’d been sneaking past the car. He’d barely thought of it at the
time, but since he’d been fearing for his life at the time all the details stuck fresh in his head.
“Good news,” Henry said, having returned from an office off the main room. “I believe our private
transmitter will be powerful enough to override the emergency broadcast. Do you know what you plan to
say?”
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Carl did, and within a minute he’d recorded a short message on Henry’s computer. Henry then listed the
other steps he’d need to accomplish for Carl’s plan to work. Carl didn’t understand most of them, but he didn’t
need to. Henry would get it working; he just needed to sort out the plan.
“You have a plan, right?” Susan asked him.
Carl nodded. “We play the message on a loop once I’m safely at my house, but we station the three
security guards around the place and when the Suits come knocking we shoot them.”
“That simple?”
Had she thought of a problem he’d overlooked? “Yeah?” he said.
Susan inclined her head toward the guards. “Do they look like stone-cold killers to you?” she asked.
Now that she mentioned it, no they didn’t. They looked more like low-paid security guards, ill at ease with
the pistols on their hips. Whether they’d fire those guns was one question. Whether they’d fire them to kill
was a question Carl suspected he knew the answer to.
Susan had a brief word with the security guards, which ended with her sticking her hand out and two of
the men placing their pistols in it. Then she walked back to Carl and tossed him one of the pistols, which he
caught with all the confidence as if he’d been thrown a sword made of fire. It didn’t go off in his hands, so
presumably it had some sort of safety mechanism, but Carl didn’t know what it was or how to turn it off.
Wasn’t sure he wanted to, either.
“We’re on our own for this one,” Susan said.

If Carl takes the gun, turn to page 412.
If Carl doesn’t take the gun, send “Empty Mag”. (Susan watches both entrances; shoots first Suit, other
flees)
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Carl leaned toward Susan. “Enjoy your scientific breakthrough,” he said. “I hope it’s worth it.” Then the
guards lost the last of their patience and grabbed his arm and started pushing him toward the door. Carl went
willingly; no point fighting them now.
He was shown to a door at the other end of the lab which led up a set of stairs and out into the
abandoned-looking warehouse subterfuge.
So now what? The car they’d driven here in was down inside the lab, so he supposed he’d be walking
from here. At least it wasn’t raining; there was that to say for the day, but not much else. There were still the
mega fauna out there, and the timebursts and time travellers and the Suits themselves, wherever they’d gone.
Consequently, Carl wasn’t in much of a hurry to rejoin the real world. Why should he be? There was only
horror and death out that way. If he stayed here, at least it was fairly safe. No bleeding or dying people
begging him for help, no having to face the reality that his life for the next few months – that everyone’s lives –
would be filled with repairing the damage that had been done today.
Susan burst out of the stairwell that was concealed in what looked like an old office door. She was
running again, just like the first time he’d seen her.
“We should go,” she said without stopping, “quickly.”
Carl joined her in running, first because he was worried the guards had changed their minds and had
decided to shoot him or something and, when it became apparent that that wasn’t what was happening, just
out of curiosity. If he wasn’t in danger – and he didn’t seem to be – then what were they running from?
After a few blocks, Susan stopped running and Carl had an opportunity to ask her what was happening.
“I sabotaged it,” she said.
“What?”
“You were right.” She didn’t sound happy about that. “We should accept the blame for what happened
here, but I know Henry would never do that, so instead of arguing with him I sabotaged the prototype. Right
now it’s splitting Time well outside optimal levels.”
“Won’t they realise and stop it?” Carl asked.
“It’s still a prototype. There are no safety procedures yet: no blinking red lights or blaring sirens. Everyone
has to know the safe operating limits and ensure it stays within that, but today they’re too distracted by
Henry’s other experiments to notice, I hope.”
Okay, so they probably wouldn’t notice. “But what happens when the machine reaches critical or
whatever? Is it going to explode?”
“Hopefully not,” Susan said. “It should just blow the valves on every piece of tubing.”
Carl remembered the size of the metal doughnut; nearly a hundred metres across and four metres high. If
every bolt flew off that thing, they’d probably kill all of the workers there.
“With any luck, though, the machine will start stripping Time outside the containment area,” Susan said.
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So now the machine that tore time apart would be uncontained? That was almost worse than the flying
metal bolts. “And how is that good?” Carl asked.
“Because if something can’t be affected by Time, it becomes immovable. It might as well be made of
stone. In a machine that requires moving parts, that makes the machine useless. It’d be like welding it all
together.”
Oh, that was good. There was no way they’d be able to remove the machine from that lab. They’d have to
abandon the whole complex. That would cost them millions of dollars, at least. It was better than destroying
the machine, because a destroyed or partially-destroyed machine could be fixed or replaced. Now they’d have
to start from scratch and they couldn’t even salvage the ruined one for parts.
“Oh,” Carl said, because saying something was required. “That’s great.”
“Yeah,” Susan said, “except I doubt Marshall-Barney are going to see it that way.”
Wow. It was just revelation after revelation in this conversation. By ruining the machine, Susan had made
herself a target. Odds were they’d do their best to track her down and bring her up on charges or… or
whatever shady things the corporate world did to eliminate corporate terrorists and traitors. Susan was facing
a long life of hiding now, or a short life if she was caught.

If Carl sticks with Susan, send turn to page 394.
If Carl leaves Susan, send “The Bitter Pill”. (leaves her; regrets it forever. Sees article on her death? –
probably not; too many deaths that day. They wouldn’t notice one more)
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But, given the existence of emails from the future, not trusting them seemed less sensible than trusting
them. If nothing else, they’d be a good guide until he could make up his own mind.
He chased Levenstein across the nearly-abandoned lobby.
“Well, I think the email is for the here and now,” Carl said. “This timeline.”
“Good for you,” Levenstein said. “I understand it’s nice to believe in something. Religion does it for most
people.”
“So how do you know all this, anyway?” Carl asked, because he could feel Levenstein about to start
ranting about the insanity of religious belief in a scientific world.
Levenstein started to answer, rethought, then headed out the back door before answering. “We’re doing
some research at Marshall-Barney that isn’t strictly illegal… but which is probably thoroughly immoral.”
“Probably?”
“I’m a scientist not a philosopher,” Levenstein said. Sounded like a cop out to Carl. “It’ll be much easier to
explain once we arrive. You’re more likely to believe me when we reach the lab.”
“We’ve been talking about emails from the future for the last ten minutes.”
“Quite.” Levenstein climbed into a white van and within a minute they were out of the alley and away
from the men in the suits, whoever they were.
“So who were those men trying to kill me?”
“Thieves,” Levenstein said. “Or, attempted thieves. They tried to steal that briefcase from my office this
morning, but Susan took it and ran. At some point, it seems she gave it to you so they wouldn’t get it. That was
successful; Susan escaping was not. Now they have her, opened your briefcase, and found out who you are.”
“Yeah, I worked that out for myself, thanks.”
“Really?” Levenstein seemed amused that anyone could think without him. “This tells us that, if they get
hold of that briefcase–” He nodded to the briefcase in Carl’s lap. “–they will open it. Which tells me that we
have to prevent them from getting it at all costs.”
“And we have to rescue Susan,” Carl said.
Levenstein nodded. “And that, yes.”
Sounded fine to Carl. Or, as fine as things could be when the world had taken a holiday from sanity and he
was on the run for his life with a mad scientist. He settled back in the seat and watched Adelaide flow by. At
least it was a nice day…
After fifteen minutes, Levenstein pulled off Grange Road into the backstreets and followed a route to an
abandoned-looking warehouse. He stopped the van inside it and climbed out. Carl followed suit.
There was nothing here, apart from the piles of rusting crap in the corners: steel girders, a forklift that
had been new three decades ago, concrete chunks, and was that asbestos?
This was Levenstein’s lab?
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“This way,” the old man said. He’d stopped beside a dusty electrical panel. Once Carl joined him, he
opened it and punched a long code into the keypad. A second later, the floor descended.
They were on an elevator. The entire warehouse floor was an elevator! An elevator designed to look like
an abandoned warehouse. What kind of company had a secret elevator? Presumably one that went to a secret
facility. Still, it seemed to scream “Evil Corporation”.
The walls, a lovely bland steel affair, disappeared and Carl had first look at the subterranean lab.
It was big. The floor was twenty metres from the ceiling. Everything was white and new. Banks of
electrical panels blinked their lights. Huge machines of unknown purpose ringed the room, which had to be a
hundred metres on each side.
When the elevator stopped, Levenstein hopped off with all the calm and casual demeanour of a man
returning home from work. Carl followed somewhat more flabbergastedly. Why was this all underground?
Who had built it? Who were Marshall-Barney that they could afford to do this?
What did that giant machine actually do?
“This, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said, “is my office. That,” he pointed at the machine, “is my baby.”
“What does it do?” Carl asked. The thing was mostly a large pipe laid in a circle, the pipe four metres high
and connected every ten metres or so with another computer station or bank of flashing lights. Levenstein
seemed to be leading Carl toward the closest part of the machine, where a clear-plastic cube about a metre a
side had been placed on the edge of the pipe. Inside this cube was a briefcase.
“It… I suppose ‘separates’ is the best word,” Levenstein said. “We were trying to find a way to create
indestructible objects. Objects that, no matter what you did to them, would never break or wear down. We
succeeded… sort of.”
“And those men wanted to steal this indestructible object?” Carl remembered that he was still holding
the briefcase. Was this thing what all the fuss was about? Or was something inside the briefcase
indestructible? One way to find out…
Carl slammed it against the ground. The briefcase didn’t dent or bend. Its leather cover didn’t chip. The
concrete did, though.
“You made an indestructible briefcase?” Carl asked. Of everything they could have made, they chose a
briefcase… “Why?”
“They don’t want the briefcase, Mister Wickam,” Levenstein said. “They want what’s inside it.” He
paused, then nodded. Carl noticed a security-guard type next to him: thick arms, black uniform, pistol on the
hip…
Pistol? These guys were serious.
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Carl handed the briefcase over. No point holding on to it now, he supposed. If Levenstein was the bad
guy, he already had Carl and the briefcase in his underground lair and one of his goons was standing a few feet
away with a gun. That Levenstein was asking him to hand it over politely was a show of good faith.
Carl was more prepared to put his faith in Levenstein with every passing moment.
He handed the briefcase to the guard, who turned and walked away.
“Thank you,” Levenstein said. “Now, as for what the thieves were after. You see, the thing is, objects exist
in time and in space. To create something that can’t change its space we… accidentally, mind you… separated
it from its time.”
Carl stared. Around him, men in white coats went about tuning the machine and looking busy. “What
does that mean?” Carl asked.
“You, right now, are a series of atoms that change over time. If you want something to be completely
indestructible, you want those atoms to never change. To be locked in place, absolutely, forever. What we
didn’t realise was that, when that happens, the ‘time’ part of that object’s space-time doesn’t just disappear. It
has to go somewhere.”
“Are you telling me you made a freaking time machine?” Carl asked.
“No! No, no, nothing so useful. These are random pockets of pure time, divorced from space. We’ve
never seen anything like it before so we can’t control it or utilise it like a time machine.”
“But you did break the space-time continuum?” Carl asked.
Levenstein hesitated. “‘Break’ is such a strong word. We can separate the time from the space of any
object placed in that cube.” Levenstein motioned toward the clear plastic tube at the front of the giant
machine. Carl looked at the briefcase in it. It was identical to the one the guard had just walked away with.
“Is that what you’re doing now?”
“Yes.”
“Is that what I was carrying around all morning?”
Levenstein paused. “Yes. You had, in your possession, a briefcase that is utterly indestructible. It literally
has no capacity to ever become dented, or worn, or break, in the same way that I have no capacity to fire
lightning from my hands. It just… isn’t possible.”
“And inside that briefcase is all of the briefcase’s potential time?” Carl said.
“Yes!” Levenstein said. He seemed excited. He probably didn’t get to explain this stuff a lot. “Once they’ve
been separated, the Space acts as a barrier to the Time, trapping it inside any hollow container. We started off
experimenting on my briefcase and after that… well, to limit the variables we’ve just… kept… using briefcases.”
“Do you have a scientific term for it?” Carl asked. “These time particles? Like chromatons, or pasticles?”
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Levenstein laughed. “No. We just call it Time. Some of the research assistants threw some terms around
for a while, though none as good as ‘pasticles’. Although, to be fair, they are also future time so pasticles isn’t
completely accurate.”
“Moving on,” Carl prompted, “what would’ve happened if I’d opened the briefcase?”
“That briefcase is the only object in existence that is unaffected by Time. That means it’s the only
container we have for it. Once that’s opened…” Levenstein paused, then restarted his train of thought on
another track. “Time doesn’t naturally exist separate from space; it wants to become space-time, so it
immediately bonds with the first object it encounters. What happens after that is purely theoretical. I think
that there would be a random overflow – pockets of time opening and pulling objects in from the past – but I
don’t know for sure. We’ve never tried.”
“Really?” Carl asked, amazed. “Because you’re doing everything else you can to destroy the world.”
“Fine, yes, we’re an evil, soulless corporation, but we still have our limits. I’d rather learn all I can about
this before we open Pandora’s Box.”
“But you’re perfectly happy manufacturing said box?”
“Did you want to argue, or save Susan?”
“What?”
“Because that’s the next step. We know, from the existence of emails from the future, that either you or
Susan – possibly both – open one of those briefcases at some point today and harness the Time to affect
events in the ‘past’. If you’re so keen on that happening, you need to rescue Susan. Now should we discuss
tactics, or are you going to lecture me on ethics?”

If Carl lectures on ethics, send “PhD”. (dull, then 408)
If Carl discusses the rescue, turn to page 408.
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Dammit, who cared whether he should be a hero? Every hero was probably someone else’s bastard.
Besides, it wasn’t like he’d killed all those people himself. He hadn’t known what the briefcase would do when
he opened it, and he’d exhausted every other avenue to finding its owner. Yeah, so there. He wasn’t going to
accept responsibility for all this. He’d opened a briefcase; that was all. The rest was bad luck.
The media was there in the form of a radio broadcaster. Since much of the destruction had already
happened, it seemed they’d turned their attention to current affairs stories – people who had survived
impossible odds, that sort of thing.
And now they were heading for Carl, and Carl was ready for them. He could feel the conversation hanging
in the air in front of him. “—where a young man has led a group of a dozen people out of a three-storey
building. I’m going to try to talk to him now. Excuse me, mister…”
“Carl Wickam,” Carl said. The reporter was kind of cute. Strange, that. Why should a radio journalist need
to be attractive? Why did people with attractive faces generally also have attractive voices? Why couldn’t all
the uglies have Christopher Lee voices, nature trying to balance out their face?
“Mister Wickam, what you just did… that was amazing.”
“It was nothing” led to her asking morose and boring questions, so Carl discounted that as an answer. “I
just had to help” was too fake, and she saw right through it. Carl found the balance in saying, “On a day like
today, we all have to be amazing.”
“Quite true,” the reporter said with a smile. Was she flirting with him? Or was this all professional
pleasantry? Carl could never tell, not when it was happening to him. If he saw her chatting with someone else
he’d be able to pick it, but when he was involved? Not a chance.
“Are you an emergency services worker yourself, Mister Wickam?”
“No,” Carl said, “I work for a freight company. Our building… collapsed.”
“You must have lost a lot of friends in that,” she said delicately.
“I have to hope that they made it out in time. I’m sure I’ll find them again one day, but right now there’s
still too much to be done.”
She nodded, which was awful radio. “Do you have any messages for those still out there, perhaps trapped
or awaiting rescue?”
“We’re coming. Don’t give up. Now if you’ll excuse me, I should get back to the rescue.” The interview
was already over, but Carl made sure he ended it on his terms; it made him seem more in control and
commanding. They’d need that in their new figurehead.
Over the next hour, Carl rescued another dozen people from different buildings. Sometimes it was a
matter of navigating the maze, other times he could find a way in that others hadn’t found, but even with all
his power he was relying on luck a lot.
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Still, his luck held, which was good considering that the day hadn’t become any less weird. Apparently
people from the year eighteen-thirty-eight had arrived as well, popping into existence. No one had any idea
what they were doing here or how they’d arrived. They weren’t an invasion army, but no one could say what
they were. Carl knew, but he didn’t say. He kept on rescuing people, giving media interviews, and within
another half-hour he’d become the figurehead he’d hoped he would be.
The people had been looking for hope, and here he was: an average man getting out there, rolling up his
sleeves, and saving dozens of people. Carl found himself somehow in command of a group of policemen and
volunteers and, with some precognition, he could direct them toward the best places to go and – more
importantly – tell when where to avoid.
Like three hours after he’d opened the briefcase, two hours or so after the storm had finished, when Carl
had an image that didn’t make sense. It was of a building that had been destroyed, but in his image it was still
standing. But it was also still destroyed. It stood tall atop its own remains.
Since his people had been sifting through the rubble – and he could still only see ninety-odd seconds into
the future – Carl shouted for his people to get out of there.
They went without confusion or comment. By now, they knew to trust Carl’s gut. They put more stock in
his instincts than they did their own judgement or rationality. When Carl said run, they ran as fast as they
could.
They made it off the site so quickly that there was an awkward fifteen seconds when nothing happened.
Everyone just stared at the destroyed building, occasionally glancing at Carl to see if he’d lost his edge. Or his
mind.
Then the building appeared, just like it had been before except that that building was still there, as
rubble. How did that happen? Would it happen again?
No. Carl knew.
Now, Carl knew everything.

If Carl is corrupted by this new power, send “Succumb”. (meets Suits, wins fight, corrupted by power.
Becomes warlord or manipulator)
If Carl masters this new power, turn to page 395.
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Because he wasn’t trying to accuse Henry, if for no other reason than the man had three armed guards.
Also, Carl didn’t think this was Henry’s fault. Even if Henry was responsible for making the briefcase, he hadn’t
been the one to open it. That was the Suits. They’d come in here, tried to steal the briefcase, kidnapped Susan
to do so, and then opened it and unleashed all this havoc. That they had spared Susan and him didn’t change
the fact that their actions had killed thousands of people.
“What were those guys after?” Carl asked. “Do you know?”
“They were after the briefcase,” Henry said.
The stupid card seemed the best one in Carl’s hand right now. “Right, and when they opened it they
unleashed the timestorm or whatever it’s called, but… was their plan to cause all this destruction? To use your
briefcase as a weapon?”
“I don’t know,” Henry said. “Probably not, but that’s only a guess. We still don’t know who they are or
how they found out about us, let alone what they want, but since there haven’t been any actual attacks – just
the timestorm – and since no one seems to be attempting to overthrow the government or anything… I don’t
think they meant it as a weapon, no.”
As Henry babbled, Carl examined the huge doughnut-shaped machine occupying most of the room. He
couldn’t tell what it was by looking, but since there was a briefcase in the clear plastic cube at the front he
assumed it was the machine that messed with time.
“Ah, that,” Henry said, “is my baby. She separates time from space, insulates them from one another so
the space can’t be affected by time and the Time is trapped within the Space. If you put a hollow object in
there – like a briefcase – then the time particles becomes trapped inside, walled all around by pure space
particles that it can’t affect; safely contained.
“But when those men opened the briefcase, they released the Time, which bonded with whatever they
contacted. What happens to objects after that… we don’t know.”
“But you have educated guesses?” Carl prompted.
“I do. I think the timebursts are Time particles grafting onto space like a kid reaching into a lucky dip and
pulling out gifts at random, but the Time that is absorbed by a living being… I think that would be different.
There’s the possibility that the being’s very perception of time could be… altered.”
Carl could see how that might be handy. Especially to a pair of guys who ran around like secret agents:
dressed in dark suits, stealing company secrets, and generally acting like corporate espionage or world
domination was the name of the game.
“Right,” said Carl. “So what do we do now?”
Carl hadn’t thought there was anything objectionable in that sentence, but Henry found something.
“We?” he asked. “Mister Wickam, I’m very grateful for everything you’ve done, but you must admit that you
would be safer if you weren’t here.”
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“But Susan wouldn’t be,” Carl said. “Those men took her once. They might try again.”
“They might,” Henry said, “but I doubt they will. They have no reason to, you see. They got what they
came for when they took her. Coming back here would only expose them to further harm. Unnecessary harm,
really. They might do it, but logically they shouldn’t.”
“Logically?” Carl asked. “Today hasn’t been very logical.”
“Depends how much of the story you know, I suppose,” Henry said. He seemed amused by all of this. Like
it was all a test or experiment. Probably he was having the time of his life: he’d never had the guts to
experiment with Time himself, but now that someone else had unleashed it he could document the results
without feeling any of the guilt.
“Two hours ago, you would have said that the storm didn’t make any sense,” Henry continued. “Now you
know that it does. The more we know, the more sense we find.”
“Well you can add some sense from me: I’m staying.” Carl planted his feet firmly, like that might stop the
three security guards from picking him up and dragging him out of there.
“As you like,” Henry said. “Right now we’re just trying to put the whole grisly mess behind us. Get on with
things. And, of course, keep an eye on what the timebursts are doing up there.”
“Can you predict them? Help somehow?” Carl asked.
“No.”
“But you could tell the government what’s happening,” Carl said. “Help them prepare.”
“Right now they’re not in any position to prepare for anything; they’re too busy mopping up after the
storm, as well they should be. Knowing that something else is coming won’t help anything. The best I could do
is measure the timebursts. Unfortunately, all of my equipment is in this lab, not out in the field.”
Information about the timebursts could help save hundreds of lives. Maybe thousands, on a day like
today.
On the other hand, going out there would mean leaving Susan here in the lab, and what was to stop the
Suits from coming back and kidnapping her again?

If Carl volunteers to take out the survey equipment, turn to page 396.
If Carl stays behind to guard Susan in case the Suits return, send “Safety in Numbers”. (Suits don’t return)
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And Carl wasn’t about to leave her to face a hard and dangerous life alone. He’d come this far with her,
for her, he wasn’t leaving now.
He took her hand. “It’ll be all right,” he said. “We’ll stay one step ahead of them, somehow.”
“We?” she asked, tearing her hand out of his grip. “What makes you think you’re coming?”
“Well, I…” Now that she asked it, Carl supposed he had been assuming a lot, but it had seemed natural at
the time. It had made sense. “You can’t face them alone.”
“And an unemployed accountant is my best hope for evading the killers, is he?”
That was mean. “I’ve done all right so far!”
Susan smiled. “You have, at that, but this isn’t your fight. If you go now, I doubt Henry will try to find you.
He’ll be too busy tracking me down.”
Was she leaving him to go as bait? Sacrificing herself for him? “You don’t have to do this for me.”
“I’m not,” she said, staring into his eyes so he wouldn’t misunderstand. “I didn’t sabotage that machine
for you, Carl, I did it because t was right. Because it had to be done. You were just the trigger. I’m not taking
the fall for you. I chose this. I’m going to take responsibility. And I’ll be better off without you.” She gave him
the first warm smile he could remember ever seeing on her face. “Goodbye, Carl.”
Then she was gone, run off among the buildings. Carl watched her go, thinking of how she’d run into his
life this morning, wishing he could think of some way to prolong their adventure. He couldn’t think of any.
She’d made herself perfectly clear.
Susan disappeared out of sight around a corner, and Carl sighed and turned the other way and trudged
toward the city. Maybe he could do some good there in the cleanup.
Especially since he’d opened the briefcase. Who knew what weird time-powers he might develop?
Carl smiled. His adventure might be over, but at least his life hadn’t gone back to being boring.

The End.
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But he couldn’t let it corrupt him. He’d sworn to be a beacon of hope to the city on this most awful day
and he wasn’t about to give up on that just because ever choice and consequence was known to him. So what
if he could see that the day’s horrors were essentially over? So what if he knew with certainty which buildings
would fall and when? So what if he could manipulate people as easily as a child might manipulate toys in his
sandbox? That didn’t mean that he would manipulate them.
There was a delicate line to be walked, now. Carl could see perfectly what words would make or break his
fame and career, but knowing that meant he had to stick to a strict script. Omniscience negated free will.
Nonetheless, Carl walked that delicate line. He gave the reporters the right mix of heroism and selfdepreciation to become an everyman, but an everyman who had done great things.
It was hard; he’d never been a very good actor, or even performed well under pressure, but he could do
this. He knew he could – he could see he could – so he followed that path, even knowing where it would lead.
By the end of the day, he had become the good face of the disaster. Not the face of loss and death, but
that of hope, of rebuilding and helping and mateship. Carl went home well after night had fallen and collapsed
onto his couch.
It had been a long day. Apart from all the cleanup and rescue, there were a few thousand people that
now needed housing and shelter. The buildings that had popped in from the past – nineteen-twentysomething
– had been full of people from that period. Just like the few hundred that had come through from eighteenthirty-eight an hour before them, they had no idea how they’d arrived here or what was happening, and they
had no way of going home.
Carl suspected that they, like the storm, were a by-product of his opening the briefcase, but telling the
world that only made them think he was crazy so he didn’t bother. He kept on the right line: that these were
people, not aggressors, and that they deserved the same level of respect and decency as did all others. Efforts
were already being established to find them homes and jobs and lives. Somewhere, someone was probably
writing a syllabus for a university course entitled “The Twenty-First Century and You”.
They were someone else’s problem. Carl’s problem was currently picking the lock at his back door and
sneaking through his kitchen with a gun.
“I know you’re there,” Carl said. And he knew that he couldn’t beat them.
“Of course you do,” one of the Suits replied.

If Carl runs from the Suits, turn to page 404.
If Carl stays to confront the Suits and dies, send “Let’s Get This Over With”. (dies, but isn’t corrupted.
Redeems the Suits)
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Susan would just have to look after herself for a little while; there were thousands of people dying out
there, and Carl wouldn’t sit by to guard one woman. If the Suits came back, well… those security guards with
the pistols would have to start earning their keep.
“I’m not much good around here,” Carl said. “Let me take the equipment out.”
Henry eyed him a moment. “I’ll have to rig up something automatic, unless you have a decade of hightech lab work that you’ve failed to mention.”
“Uh, no.”
“Right. Susan, fetch the backup Time recorders and put them in the back of the van. I’ll work on a gauge
for Mister Wickam.” Henry bustled off to talk very quickly at any whitecoat not fast enough to escape him, and
soon the white van parked to the side of the lab’s elevator was surrounded by busy workers hooking up
electrical equipment. Within ten minutes, it was all done and Henry gave Carl the tour.
“This,” he pointed to a digital display that had probably once been a clock before Henry had repurposed
it, “indicates the amount of Time the device is reading. I want you to make this number go as high as you can.
Understand?”
Drive toward the high number. If number goes down, turn around. Got it. Carl nodded.
Henry led him around to the back, where a large machine that looked unfortunately like a bomb – but
presumably wasn’t one – was wired up to a portable generator. “Power,” Henry pointed to the generator,
“complicated Time reader; I’ll spare you the details. You probably have about an hour’s worth of power, so do
the best you can. Try to find hot spots, when your counter goes high.”
“Do I stay there?” Carl asked. “At the hot spots?”
“No. Encounter as many as you can. When the display dies, you’re out of power. Come back here.”
Like a checkpoint race, except he didn’t know where the checkpoints were. Great.
“Final questions?” Henry asked. Carl couldn’t think of any. “Good luck.”
Carl climbed into the van, started the engine, and rode the elevator back up. Susan was nowhere to be
seen, so he couldn’t wave her a fond farewell. Not that she’d have returned anything containing “fond”
anyway, except unopened.
When the elevator stopped, Carl drove toward the city. The storm – and presumably all the other
phenomena – had been centred around Burnside, so Carl drove in that direction. He glanced at the display
every minute or so; it seemed to be climbing. It had gone from 1:00 in the lab to 1:07 by the time he was
skirting the city. It then jumped to 1:54, before returning to 1:15. Carl kept an account of where he was
driving, in case Henry needed to know that for his calculations.
After half an hour, the number stayed around 1:70 for a minute, spiked at 2:00, then dropped back
toward 1:20. Around about that time, the radio went mad as well. They’d been going on about the
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diprotodons and about people who had appeared from eighteen-thirty-eight for as long as Carl had been
driving, but now they started talking about more people, from nineteen-twenty-seven, and about buildings.
Sure enough, when Carl looked over at the city, he could see a few more shapes than there had been
after the storm. They weren’t tall buildings, and they were all old, but they shouldn’t be here regardless. If
buildings were coming through now, what would be next?
Carl headed toward the city. The display went a bit mental when he passed a paddock that he was sure
had been a building yesterday, but seemed remarkably calm apart from that. He toured a few city streets,
annoying those who were trying to assist or evacuate the wounded, then the display died and Carl headed
back to the lab.
He stopped in the abandoned outer warehouse. What now? He hadn’t thought to ask for the combination
to the electrical box that Susan had used to get them down here and there was no one around to as—
The floor descended.
Right. So they had cameras somewhere in there, then? Good to know.
The elevator thunked to a halt and an excited Henry rushed toward the back, where he detached a laptop
Carl hadn’t even noticed was tucked in the dark recesses of the back, and rushed off to his office. With no one
else telling him what to do, Carl followed.
“So what’s it say?” he asked, once Henry had ignored him for a few minutes.
“There won’t be any more timebursts,” Henry said.
“That’s good news.”
“Quite. The readings dropped down to background levels after that massive spike.”
“Do you better understand what caused them now?”
“Yes,” Henry said. “They’re too strong to have all come from that one briefcase. That means that the
escaped Time particles interacted with and destabilised other particles in the air. In effect, they bred more
Time particles. That’s why we’re seeing such widespread timebursts. However! The Time particles are
gradually being assimilated into every molecule. The unstable reactions – the breeding – has stopped.”
“And now they’re dying?” Carl asked.
“If you like. They’re being processed, become part of, the usual fabric of space and time. The universe is
digesting them like you digest food. That’s not a perfect analogy because the universe won’t burn them for
energy and expel them as waste products, but it’s a start. It stopped that blank look in your eyes for a
moment.” Henry looked at him. “It’s back now, though.”
“So what happens next?”
“Next? Next, you go home, Carl. Have a decent rest – you’ve earned it. It’s all number-crunching from
here on out.”
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But… but he’d rescued Susan. He’d recorded Time for them. He’d… It couldn’t all be over now. Just
dismissed, his usefulness at an end. That wasn’t how the movies went. He’d risked his life, saved the girl, stood
up to the bad guys (he’d let them get away, true, but he’d still stood up to them); was he just supposed to go
on his merry way; the rest of the story didn’t concern him?
“I’ll make sure there’s a nice big deposit into your bank account to say thank you, how’s that?” Henry
said. Did he assume Carl hadn’t moved because he’d been waiting for a tip, like a valet? He hadn’t moved
because he was damned-well stunned into inaction!
“But I…” Carl started, but wasn’t sure how he was going to finish.
“Carl, listen, unless you know about advanced physics you’re not much good to us down here now. Go
back to your life. Make it a good one.”
So Carl left the underground lab without even seeing or farewelling Susan, which meant no dramatic
goodbye kiss to warm her cold heart. He walked back to the city and helped out with the rescue effort, where
he met a woman who’d arrived in town from eighteen-thirty-eight.
Carl became a manager at Move It, Buster!, which was (along with every other company capable of
moving debris or building supplies) contracted to help clear and rebuild the city. Life found its routine and
rhythm.
Six months after the storm, Carl saw one of the Suits on the news. He’d just become the Federal Minister
for Defence, but not the bloodiest. Rutherford never staged a coup or attempted to seize power. In fact, he did
a very good job as minister and became a global leader in helping prevent wars.
Carl kept to himself the wild theory that this man had kidnapped a young woman and stolen her briefcase
that contained raw Time. It seemed better not to mention it, if he wanted to continue living in rooms whose
walls were not padded. If Susan didn’t report him to the police, who was Carl to do so?
Kevin Rutherford’s tenure as minister was the most productive and profitable for the armed forces in
Australian history.
He married his old-fashioned girl, lamented that Ernest had died in the collapse of the old Move It, Buster!
building, settled down, and tried to have a good life. And on the whole, Carl succeeded.

The End.
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“A negative,” Carl said. It was a wild pick, but then this was a shithouse day. What was the worst that
could happen? If he died, it would be over. Maybe it would even be peaceful.
Someone hooked up a bag of blood to the stand beside Carl. Someone else jabbed his hand with a needle
which was connected to another clear plastic bag, and Carl passed out of consciousness.
When he came to, he was in a crowded room like a dorm. No… it was a waiting room; it just sounded like
a dorm because there were so many people talking. And beds. There were beds lined up against every wall.
Chairs had been stacked high to one side, and where beds were lacking others had been placed on the ground
to rest. Carl was on a bed; did that mean he was particularly sick?
“You’re awake,” someone said near him. It was Tony. “I tried finding your family, but there’s no other
Wickams in the city.”
“They’re interstate,” Carl managed. Bad time to have moved state, it seemed.
“Right. Uh…”
Tony was hesitating. Great. That meant there was a reason to hesitate. Had something gone wrong with
the operation? Carl couldn’t feel anything past his waist, but that was probably just the anaesthes—
Where the hell were his legs?
Instead of the usual sight – his legs heading away from his hips and all the way to his feet – Carl saw
stumps. And not even big stumps. He had maybe a few inches left on each leg. The rest was…
“Yeah,” Tony said. “They had to amputate. It was the only way. I’m really sorry, Carl.”
“Not your fault,” Carl said. “You did everything you could.” If not for Tony, he’d have died outside that
surgery, with the echidnabeast shuffling a few steps away. He was alive purely thanks to Tony.
And he was alive. He needed to hold on to that thought. He didn’t die. He was alive. Be thankful for that.
Especially today.
“Good guess, by the way,” Tony said, with all the tone of someone trying to change topics, “the doctors
say you guessed a compatible blood type, because otherwise you’d be dead.”
Wow. Something had gone his way.
“How’s the city?” Carl asked.
Tony hesitated. Given what had already happened today, hesitation was bad. Hesitation meant it was
something much worse than they’d previously encountered.
“The death toll’s been settled at about twelve thousand. And… more weird things happened. You were in
surgery for them. There’s… people from the past. Like, time travellers.”
How strong were the drugs Carl was on? Not strong enough to believe that, at least. “Bullshit.”
“Really,” Tony said. “No one knows how they came here. Even they don’t know what happened. There’s
even some buildings that… came back…”
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Carl suspected that he’d need to get out of the hospital, or at least see a reputable news broadcast,
before he believed any of that. Right now the best thing to do seemed to be more sleep. Tony disappeared to
find a nurse, who took down Carl’s next of kin, then he bade Carl farewell, saying that now that he knew Carl
was okay he needed to find his wife and family.
Carl waved him a vague goodbye and slipped back into unconsciousness.
The next few weeks were spent in the hospital. Carl’s parents arrived from Sydney and stayed by his side
as the doctors ensured his wounds weren’t infected and that he was as rehabilitated as he could be. They also
oversaw the modifications to Carl’s house to make it wheelchair-accessible.
In time, Carl returned to work, but his life was never quite the same. Some of the people, including his
boss and friend Ernest, had died when the Move It, Buster! building collapsed. Carl’s injuries were viewed in
the context of the crazy day and his missing his presentation wasn’t counted against him. He wasn’t actually
sure that anyone remembered that he was supposed to have given a presentation, but if they did his
wheelchair bought him serious sympathy points.
And continued to do so for many years. Now that the world was full of prehistoric animals (Adelaide Zoo
kept a monopoly on those, which became instant cash cows) and time travellers, not having legs didn’t seem
so depressing a concept as he would have found it beforehand. He embraced his life, made it into a long and
happy one. He married, had children, never found out what the hell that whole day and its weirdness was
about, and, at the age of seventy-four, died of a heart attack in his bed.

The End.
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Susan conquered, Carl tossed her aside like a used rag. She’d only ever been a means to an end anyway, a
show of what he could do. She’d been the impossible girl, always on the lookout for his next trick, always
aware of what he could do, always believing he’d never do her.
Well, she’d been wrong.
Carl left her asleep in bed, changed his phone number, and ignored her every time she came to his house
squealing something about how she thought he’d loved her or they’d had a connection or that he was a
bastard who’d used her.
Within another month, Carl had bedded everything worth shagging at Move It, Buster! and was moving
his way through the nightclub scene. He usually stayed at her house if he could find the words to convince her.
He also quit his job and started playing a lot of poker and roulette, betting on the horses, and generally taking
every advantage of his ability to see a minute into the future.
A year after the storm – from the luxury of his new house and in the arms of a woman he couldn’t
remember the name of and was therefore calling “Thursday” – Carl woke from a vision of a man in his house
shooting him in the face.
And he knew better than to think it was a dream.
All right. Think. He had less than a minute before the man would shoot him, which probably meant the
man was already in the house. What did that leave him? Hide behind the door and strike? Or jump out the
window and run for it, butt naked, down the street?

If Carl kills the intruder and embarks on a mad quest for revenge, send “Bill”. (kills intruder; finds was sent
by Marshall-Barney. Tracks down lab and destroys)
If Carl escapes out the window and takes the path of nonviolence, turn to page 407.
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Shit. Red would have to wait for a minute. Carl wasn’t going to let Edwina run off and get run over or
something awful. He found a computer mouse that had been flung clear of the wreckage and fashioned it into
a kind of leash, then attached Edwina to a nearby No Parking sign.
Then he approached the half-new, half-old building; half-standing, half-collapsed. The main door was a
sliding glass affair, but its bottom was crowded with the rubble from the destroyed building and it didn’t open
at his approach. That was fine.
Carl picked up a lump of the destroyed building and threw it through the intact glass door, then stepped
inside – still walking over the rubble – and moved through the building. He ducked to avoid the ceiling and
checked each room one by one, calling Red’s name.
He found Red in the third cubicle, terrified and shaking but alive. He was crouched atop some rubble,
arms out, staring at the wall that had appeared in front of him.
“What’s going on?” Red asked.
Carl shook his head. “I don’t know, Red,” he said. “The building, the one that collapsed, seems to be back.
And so is the destroyed building.” Carl hadn’t heard of that in any of the time-travel films he’d seen, not that
he’d seen a lot of time-travelling buildings. But wasn’t the universe supposed to implode if something touched
itself from another time?
Apparently no one had informed the universe.
“Is it going to happen again?” Red asked. He still hadn’t moved. Perhaps he was scared that if he moved
everything would change again and he’d be stuck in a wall.
“I don’t know,” Carl said. “But let’s leave, just in case it does. I don’t think there’s anyone to save here
anyway.”
“What the hell have you done to my building?” a new voice demanded.
Carl paused, halfway reaching over to Red. Behind him was a largish man with a thin, old-fashioned
moustache and a shiny head. He was turning red very quickly.
“We haven’t done anything,” Carl said, preparing to defend himself, then a better idea occurred. “Wait,
what year is this?”
“Nineteen-twenty-seven,” the man said, “now what’s happened to my staff?”
Carl couldn’t see any staff around. Did he mean staff like a stick, or… or staff like people?
Now that he’d mentioned it, Carl examined the wreckage more carefully. It was at least head height.
Anyone who had been sitting – say at a desk – would now be below the level of the rubble. And from what Carl
had seen of the superposed wreckage, that meant that all of the grumpy man’s employees were now… half
rubble.
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“I’m sorry,” Carl said, “but you’re in two-thousand-and-eleven, and so is your building. I know you’re not
going to believe me, so I’ll invite you to step outside and look around before you bore me by saying it’s not
possible and every other cliché in this cliché-infested day.”
With that, Carl led Red out through the broken front door and back into the daylight.
Edwina was awake, and stepped toward him. She didn’t put much weight on her hurt leg, but she
certainly wasn’t afraid of him. That was good. Maybe he’d made himself a friend, or at least a pet.
Red was now able to stand on his own, so Carl left him and untied Edwina from the pole. He left her on
the leash, though, just in case she was only feigning happiness at him. She’d sat on his foot now; was that a
good sign?
Behind them, Moustachio had climbed out of the building and was staring dumbly at the skyline.
“It was more impressive before whatever it was that brought you and Red here through time,” Carl said.
“All the tall buildings fell over in some freaky storm. We were helping look for survivors, but there weren’t
any.”
That reminded him: the firemen. Oh, nope; they were climbing out of the other end of the building,
equally stunned by the reappearance but getting on with things.
“Those men,” Carl said, pointing, “will take care of you and answer all your questions.”
Moustachio wandered toward the firemen, who spotted him coming and embraced him into their circle
of confusion. Carl left them to try to organise the world so that it made sense to them, and instead turned
toward the city.

If Carl finds another building to help, send “Ouroboros”. (helps; end wrap-up)
If Carl goes home, send “Amphisbaena”. (home; end wrap-up)
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Which was about as much time as Carl was giving him. Carl forced himself from the couch and sprinted for
the front door. He threw it open and was shot twice in the ches—
Carl forced himself from the couch and sprinted for the side door. The sound of shoes on kitchen tile
stopped just as he threw the door open and rushed through.
There was another figure beside the door. “Mister Wickam?” it said. It was too dark to be certain of the
speaker’s sex, but the rounded belly and the voice’s tone put it surely in the realm of “male”.
“Being shot at,” Carl said. It seemed the best way to introduce himself.
“I have a car,” the man said, “on the street.” He pointed to an unmarked white van.
Some saviour. Seemed he wasn’t here to save Carl. He’d just arrived at the right time.
“Can you use one of these?” He handed Carl a pistol, which he nearly dropped.
“What?”
“Learn fast!”
Fucking hell. Everything was happening now. Suits. A strange man handing him a gun. Was he to be a
murderer?
No. He had too much power to let himself become corrupt. It didn’t matter if it was by abusing his futuresight or becoming a murderer; once he was corrupt he’d be the most dangerous and evil thing in the world.
But that didn’t solve the problem of the men who’d come to kill him.
Carl ran toward the street. The man watching the door was distracted, focussed on the door and standing
a few feet from it. If Carl moved fast…
He burst from the side of the house firing. The Suit at the front door dived for cover, and nearly into the
path of Carl’s warning shots. Within a few seconds he was around the other side of the house.
By that time, the first Suit had escaped out the side door and was directly behind Carl. Carl swung the
pistol behind him and squeezed the trigger a couple of times.
He and the small, balding man were almost at the unmarked van. Just a few more seconds…
Carl was shot from the second Suit, hiding behind the hous—
Carl jumped back in time and aimed his gun, firing when the Suit popped his head out and before he could
shoot Carl in the shoulder, then darted behind the van and in the passenger door. The balding man had the
engine started, and pulled away.
The Suits were now behind him, but from the look of it they had a car. Yes… in four minutes (at best)
they’d catch up with the van and kill him.
“Talk fast,” Carl said, “because we only have four minutes. Who are you?”
“Henry Levenstein.”
“And you are?”
“I made the briefcase that you opened today, Mister Wickam.”
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“Then can you kindly tell me what’s in it?”
“Time. Pure Time,” Levenstein said. He was sweating and driving like a maniac. The van wasn’t made for
this. “And those men behind us want it.”
Pieces clicked into place. “They’re the men from the café? The ones who were chasing the woman who
gave me the case?”
“Susan, yes. She was one of my assistants. They kidnapped her and now they’ve found you, probably
thanks to you being generally a far nicer person than most and using your power for extraordinary good.”
Carl remembered that the Suits had been waiting for him at his office. They’d known his name by then,
probably from the information in his briefcase, which Susan had been carrying. Odds were they hadn’t figured
it out at the end of the day; they’d known from the beginning.
They’d just been waiting for him to come home…
“Where is she now?” Carl asked.
“Dead, I assume.” Whether Levenstein didn’t care or was concentrating very hard on not rolling the van,
Carl couldn’t say. “They haven’t released her, and they have no reason to keep her alive since the briefcase she
had was not the one they wanted.”
Oh. Her last decision in this life had been to trust Carl with that briefcase. Now she was dead, and he’d
betrayed her trust and unleashed a storm that had killed thousands and teleported all sorts of creatures and
people and buildings from the past.
“My turn,” Levenstein said. “You opened my briefcase. What happened next?”
“I jumped through time, returned to where I’d been, and the storm had started. Then came the animals,
then the people and buildings.”
“And now?”
“Now I can see through time.”
“Then tell me how we escape!” Levenstein’s voice didn’t crack, but there was tension in it, like he was
annoyed at Carl for taking so long to reach the point.
“We can’t. They’ll follow the van. At best we have another minute before they catch us.”
“I see.”
“They shoot you through the driver’s window, then finish me off as I’m trying to crawl out of the crashed
van.”
“Yes, thank you, details aren’t necessary.”
But they were. Details were everything. Carl had saved lives today because he’d changed one tiny detail.
Big things had so much momentum that they’d happen regardless. The turning points came much earlier,
before anyone was watching, and they could alter everything.
Right now, Carl could see one such turning point.
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They couldn’t escape the Suits chasing them, not in the van, but he could jump out of the van. The Suits
would pass him as he lay in the bushes. They probably killed Levenstein – Carl couldn’t see things that didn’t
affect his own timeline – but if he was careful with his hiding they never found him.
Or he could have Levenstein stop, let him out, then start driving again. The Suits were after him, not
Levenstein. If he waited for them in the middle of the road, they’d have no reason to go after the scientist. But
the Suits would shoot him dead.
Ah, decisions decisions…

If Carl stays in the van, turn to page 409.
If Carl jumps out, leaving Levenstein to the Suits, send “This One’s on You”. (Suits kill Levenstein; Carl goes
on the run and develops survivor’s guilt)
If Carl surrenders himself so Levenstein can escape, send “This One’s on Me”. (dies; Levenstein escapes;
becomes inspiration to all)
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Butt nekkid, of course. He might be a misogynous pig (actually, no “might be” about it), but he wasn’t a
killer. Someone wanted to kill him? Fine. He didn’t want to find out who. Who didn’t matter – mad boyfriend
of a girl he’d shagged, probably.
Carl leapt from the bed – quite a feat in itself – scrambled with the window latch before finally getting it
open, and climbed through. Now he was on his front lawn, under a street lamp, naked as the day he was born.
He could see an unmarked white van across the street; was that what the killer had driven over here in?
Didn’t matter. Running.
Carl legged it down the street, down a side street, then started looking for clothes on lines. He couldn’t
stay naked forever. He found some clothes that were only slightly too large, put them on, and continued away
from his house. They knew where he lived, whoever They were, so it was no longer safe to go there.
Time to run.
Carl had suspected that someone might take offense at him eventually, so he’d hidden some money in
hidey-holes throughout the city, as well as set up a false identity. That one was actually because he’d been
banned from too many clubs for harassing the women, but it came in handy now.
Carl assumed his new identity, emptied his bank accounts, and slipped to Sydney. Hopefully the larger
population would conceal him. He had no intention of going back to honest work, so he needed somewhere
that had plenty of places to exploit his ability, preferably without it being noticeable to anyone looking for him.
And they were still looking for him. There was another attempt on his life about two years later, and
another five years after that. Whoever they were, they wanted him dead quite badly but inconsistently. Surely
he wasn’t that hard to find; why was it taking them so long? Sure, he changed names and even had plastic
surgery once or twice, but his M.O. remained the same.
Carl suspected it had something to do with Levenstein and Susan. There had been no announcement of
machines that released small pockets of Time, so apparently someone in the evil corporation had part of their
soul left, but that didn’t mean the machine hadn’t produced something useful. Carl investigated the MarshallBarney Research Institute and discovered that, yes, the attempts on his life all preceded a new product.
Someone kept getting cold feet that he’d say what he knew, and when he didn’t they presumably lost interest.
Still, he lived in fear, constantly running for his life. Yes, he was running for his life from one woman to the
next, so it could be much worse, and he did have the capacity to escape, but it was still a stress and a hassle.
Especially since he could never grow rich and famous because then they’d know exactly where he was. He
might not be terrific at hiding, but he didn’t want to broadcast his location.
Carl Wickam – at that point known as Hugo Cunningham – died of a heart attack in his bed at the age of
sixty-eight.

The End.
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“Tactics,” Carl said. “If you don’t mind stepping off your soap box for a minute, doctor.”
Levenstein let that go with no more than a dirty look. “Susan’s email mentioned where they were holding
her. Unfortunately, she didn’t mention specifics like who kidnapped her, where in the house she was held, or
how to approach the situation.”
So she was being held in a house? That said something about her kidnappers. They weren’t some supersecret government or corporate entity, most likely. That was good, he supposed. “Well, where’s the house?”
Carl asked.
“Burnside.”
“Have you looked it up on Google maps?”
Levenstein hesitated, and Carl had the idea that Levenstein didn’t actually know what Google maps was.
“Do you have internet access here?” Carl asked.
“In my office.” Levenstein led him to the right of the elevator-floor through a door and into his office.
There was a single computer on the desk that was quite tidy, given the amount of paper on it.
Carl sat at the computer and brought up a Google map of the location, then the street view. It was an old
white house with a red roof. The only glimpses Carl could get were through the trees planted along the front
of the property; good cover from the road. The overhead view showed him that the house stretched away
toward the back fence and was one street back from Portrush Road.
There was also a big backyard, so if the thieves were watching the back they’d see him coming. That being
said, if he came around the front they’d almost certainly see him: he’d have to walk past the entire house in
order to reach the back.
Or he could knock on the front door. But he doubted that would be a good idea.

If Carl decides to go in the front door, send “Brass Knobs”. (Carl knocks on door, forced inside at gunpoint,
tortured for information about the lab and his involvement, then shot)
If Carl decides to go in the back over the back fence, turn to page 411.
If Carl decides to go in the back by sneaking around the side, send “Cladding”. (seen; captured)
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“So there’s nothing we can do?” Levenstein asked. By the amount of terror in his voice, it seemed he
hadn’t thought that rescuing Carl would be a suicide mission. Actually, why was he rescuing Carl?
“No,” Carl said. “Why did you come to my house?”
“To convince you to come with me. I knew you’d be a target for those men, but I’d hoped to reach you
before they did. But when I arrived at your house, you weren’t there yet. Before you arrived home, they did.
You arrived and they circled the house; I followed, then waited by the side door and hoped you could find a
way out.”
Levenstein didn’t strike Carl as the mercenary/assassin type. “So why did you have a gun?”
“Because they kidnapped Susan. I wasn’t going to try to rescue you unarmed.”
“But you also weren’t willing to do anything about them yourself.”
“Did you want me to sneak up on the professional killers?” Levenstein asked. “Hmm? Play them at their
own game? I’m not an idiot, Mister Wickam – I knew that they’d see me coming, so I hoped that you could do
half of what I’d predicted you could.”
“They’re behind us,” Carl interrupted.
“How long do we have?”
“Thirty seconds.” Carl tried to find some new thread in the fabric of Time, but there was none. Now that
the Suits had a clear view of the van, they’d close the distance fast, take a little time to line up the shot, and kill
Levenstein. If Carl jumped out now, they’d follow him instead of Levenstein, but Carl wasn’t doing that.
“Why do they want me?” Carl asked. There was no point giving Levenstein driving directions; they
couldn’t lose the Suits. The Suits had a better car, more horsepower, better torque, and they were better
drivers than Levenstein. There would be no elaborate chase here, where both cars could only do the same
speed. The Suits’ shiny black sedan would be next to them in seconds.
“You said they wanted the briefcase, but that’s gone now,” Carl said. “Why are they still after me?”
“Because, assuming that they want the briefcase, I doubt they want competition.”
Ah. If they had opened the briefcase, one of them would be able to see through time now. And even if
they stole another briefcase, Carl might be able to see what they were doing and stop them. If they killed him,
there was no one who could possibly pose a threat to them.
They could rule the world.
Carl kind of wished he could stop that, but he knew it was too late now. The critical point had passed
sometime today – some minor choice he probably hadn’t even thought was important at the time – and now
he was who he was and he’d have to live (or die) with that.
The Suits matched their speed and Carl saw the passenger-side window roll down. The suit aimed out the
open window with his pistol and Levenstein swerved right, toward the car.
Too late.
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The bullet splattered blood across the van’s cab, shattered the windscreen. Carl turned away as it
splashed against his face.
And then the world turned. Or, rather, Levenstein’s dead hand clamped down on the steering wheel and,
as his body followed his head leftward with a final death-spasm, yanked hard on the wheel. The top-heavy van
veered left quickly, overbalanced, and toppled.
It rolled. Carl didn’t know how many times. He couldn’t see for all the flying glass and blood. All he knew
was that he’d taken a second to clip his seatbelt, and he was glad of that now. If he hadn’t, he’d have been
thrown around the whole cab.
When the van came to rest, Carl thought they were on the side. He fumbled for the seatbelt release,
found it, pressed it. He landed on the road; the passenger window was gone, probably shattered in pieces
across a hundred metres. Carl didn’t bother about that, just as he didn’t bother saying goodbye to Levenstein
as he hung above Carl. He didn’t have time, and Levenstein didn’t have ears. Or the top half of his head.
Carl crawled through the shattered windscreen and out onto the road.
There were shoes in his way. Polished black shoes. Carl followed them up the pressed trousers, the stylish
jacket, to the faces. They didn’t look like killers.
“We’re sorry, Mister Wickam,” one of the Suits said.
“People could use a hero right now,” the other added. “But we can’t allow you.”
“You’re too great a risk.”
At least he’d been an inspiration for one day. The rest of his life might not have amounted to much, but
he helped people endure today. Maybe his death would further inspire them. He would go out at his height, in
a blaze of glory, not fade into obscurity and be forgotten. Maybe he would become a legend.
The Suit on the right raised his pistol and fired.

The End.
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“I think the best course would be to go in the back,” Carl said. “That way they can’t see us coming. Best if
we go in from over the back fence; come from these houses.” Carl pointed at the relevant houses on Google
Maps.
Now he just had to hope no one called the police when he ran through their yard. Hopefully they’d all be
at work, but there was no way to know for sure.
What else did Carl need to know? “I don’t suppose any of these security guards are coming with me?” He
motioned toward the three guards.
“I’m afraid not,” Levenstein said. “Those men know where we are; I can’t leave the machine
unprotected.”
He was on his own then.
Still… he could always ask the guards for a gun. But did he want a gun? If he had one, he’d be more
prepared if something went wrong or if he ran into one of the Suits, but he was also more likely to go
searching for the Suits or stay to fight rather than run and hide.
Whatever he was decided, it had to be soon. He needed to get going.

If Carl decides to take a gun with him, send “Hero Gun”. (can’t free Susan)
If Carl decides to take a knife with him, turn to page 414.
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Carl tucked the gun into his trousers and nodded Susan toward the car he’d stolen that morning. It
seemed so long ago: a month back, at least. In minutes they were up the elevator and out on the roads, and in
another thirty they were at Carl’s house. As they were pulling up, the radio cut from the emergency broadcast
to Carl’s voice. He sounded whiny and tinny through the speakers.
“The men who caused this storm are kidnappers and murderers,” he said. “They are driving a black sedan
with a licence plate of S117-HLO.”
The message was out, then. Now all they had to do was hide inside.
Carl led the way, somewhat ashamed of the mess the place had become. If he’d known he’d have a
beautiful woman in his house, he’d have cleaned up a bit. But, of course, he couldn’t have known, and now
wasn’t the right time to be thinking about that anyway. He needed to focus on the Suits. They were coming to
kill him, probably. He couldn’t think of anything but that.
That, though, wasn’t that interesting. Especially after half an hour. How long was he supposed to sit on
the couch in terror before he became bored and picked up a book to read? He’d have gone with the TV, except
his house didn’t have power.
He tried to alleviate boredom and break the silence by offering Susan a drink. She refused. Not declined,
refused. Sharply. Edgily. Annoyed at him, it seemed, for attempting to be pleasant.
“Are you okay?” he asked, because this seemed like more than her usual annoyance.
“What if they don’t come here? What if they go to the lab?”
Ah. He hadn’t thought of that, but it made more sense. It might be Carl’s voice on the radio, but they’d
have to know that Carl couldn’t break into the emergency broadcast. The only person who might would be
Levenstein. If they knew that, they’d head for the lab and, not finding Carl there, then they’d try his house.
“I’m sure they’ll be here to kill me any second,” Carl said. “Maybe they’re just taking their time scoping
the place.”
Susan returned to her silent vigil by the front door, watching the street, so Carl resumed his quiet sitting,
watching the blank television.
He tried to think of other things to ask Susan, but asking would distract both of them from their watch,
and with every passing minute the coming attack came closer.
Carl tried to distract himself with his life. Had he done anything worthwhile? Until today, not really. But
today he’d saved the girl. Or, he’d talked the villains out of killing the girl, which was basically the same thing.
And he’d been taken into the confidence of a mad scientist, shown his secret lab. He’d seen a machine
that could tear the fabric of space and time.
A lot of cool things had happened today. It made the rest of his life seem so drab and ordinary. Still,
hopefully that was all behind him. Now that he knew about the lab and had been taken into Levenstein and
Susan’s trust, surely they’d give him a job. They couldn’t just turn him loose, with everything he knew.
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Yes, Carl saw a bright future ahead of him. In time, maybe he’d even warm Susan’s coldness toward him
and something might happen between them. He wasn’t so sure of that, but it was worth hoping for. If he gave
up hope, it would never happen. With hope, there was still a chance.
The first thing that interrupted the silence wasn’t a creaking floorboard, or a door opening, or a latch
clicking into place.
The first thing to interrupt the silence was a gunshot.
Carl whipped his head toward the sound and saw a Suit standing in his kitchen with a smoking gun, which
was pointed toward…
Susan lay dead beside the front door. Her gun had fallen from her hand. She’d been watching the front,
and the Suit had crept in the back. Stupid! Carl should have been watching it better. He had been watching,
but probably more off than on, what with all his rambling thoughts.
And now Susan was dead because of him. He hadn’t saved the damsel at all. He’d just delayed her death
by a few hours.
“Don’t move,” the Suit said.
To hell with that. Carl reached for the pistol tucked into his belt.
The Suit moved faster, adjusting his aim so Carl was staring straight down the long black barrel when it
flashed.

The End.
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Better not take the gun, really. He’d just try to use it and end up shot. He was breaking into their house to
rescue Susan, not kill them. His best hope was to avoid detection and confrontation. Carl found a retractable
Stanley knife on one of the crates and slipped it into his pocket.
“Have everything you need?” Levenstein asked.
“I think so,” Carl said.
Levenstein walked Carl back over to the elevator, and there handed him his keys.
“You’re not coming with me?” Carl asked. He was glad, really – Levenstein was somewhat old and rarely
shut up and therefore not what you’d want when rescuing someone – but he was surprised. Wasn’t Susan his
protégé or something?
“I need to guard the machine. Just in case you fail.”
“And thanks for that vote of confidence.”
“You sure you have everything?”
Carl nodded. He had his plan of attack: go in the back, find Susan, don’t let them see him.
He stepped onto the huge elevator and, as he was climbing into the van, the floor began to rise. By the
time he was inside and buckled, the floor was once more in the large, abandoned-looking warehouse.
Outside, the day was clear and bright; weird, after being in the underground lab. Time didn’t have any
meaning down there – both because there were no views to the outside world and because Levenstein was
doing his damnedest to ensure that Time was a flexible thing nowadays.
Carl put the white van in gear and started away. The hideout was in Burnside, across the other side of the
city, probably half an hour away if the traffic lights were with him.
The lights were the same as always: some good and some bad. Everything was as it had been. Ordinary.
Like the world didn’t know there were kidnappers out there. Like they didn’t care about the briefcase full of
Time. Like nothing had changed, when everything had.
Okay, cut the melodrama, princess. Carl shook his head, stopped for a minute to buy a coffee, and
continued on his way. He parked on Portrush Road just down from Burnside Village and peered over the
fenceline toward the house where Susan was being held captive.
Google served him well. Carl could see the red roof and white walls. He finished his coffee, checked that
no one was watching, and jumped the fence. No one yelled at him to get off their property, so that was a good
first step, but he was still only in the house that faced Portrush Road, not the back street, so Carl made his way
around the house and paused at the back fence to look at his intended target properly.
The red-and-white house had a shed closest to him, almost against the fence, then a large patch of lawn,
then a decking, and finally the house. Carl couldn’t see anyone around the place, so he hoisted himself over
the fence, checked the knife was still in his pocket, and headed for the decking.
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Carl took the steps up to the decking one at a time, still wary of any trap. There didn’t seem to be any, but
how could he know for sure? There was no one lurking just inside – the glass door assured him of that – but it
was hard, very hard, to take it slow and quiet instead of rushing in.
Eventually, he reached the door and pulled it open. They hadn’t locked it; good. Carl stepped in, found
nothing more threatening than the TV, and moved on. The next room had a billiard table in the middle of it,
and connected to the left to the kitchen. Carl paused, and could hear a voice arguing with an unheard party.
Either the Suits were insane, or one of them was on the phone.
“Who’s that?” someone whispered.
Someone female. The sound had come from the bar behind him.
Carl, checking constantly all over, walked toward the voice and found Susan tied up behind an old-style
wooden bar. Her hands and ankles had been taped together around the bar’s central support beam; like
hogtying but on the side. There were marks on her hands and stretchmarks on the tape where she’d tried to
pull free, but without success.
There was no tape on her mouth, though, so she had no difficulty saying, “You?”
“Susan,” he said. Wow. Somehow, she pulled off the rugged-sexy captive look when by all rights she
should have just been red and puffy.
“How do you know my name?” she asked.
“I’m…” Oh God. He was going to say it, wasn’t he? It had just come into his head, and now he couldn’t
think of anything else to say. Carl sighed and got it out of the way. “I’m here to rescue you.”
“What?”
“You sent Levenstein an email from the future; he found me; I came up with a plan; it was a whole big
thing. But it’s done now and I’m here and I’m rescuing you.”
“How, exactly?”
Carl brought out the Stanley knife. “With this,” he said, slicing through the tape.
“Thanks,” she said, with a hint of admiration, like she was surprised that he’d turned out to be
competent. This was dashed a moment later when her face fell and she said, “Oh, shit. You opened the
briefcase, didn’t you?”
“What? No,” Carl said. “You told me not to.”
“But you brought a knife to free me and everything.”
“What should I have brought? A gun? I’m not Rambo, you know.”
“Right,” she said. She finished rubbing her wrists. “Where’s your car?”
“Around by Burnside Village.” Carl nodded through the large window behind them toward the backyard.
Then he froze, because there had been the sound of a slamming door. Somewhere ahead of them, past the
kitchen. Around about the place where the crazy voice had been talking to no one…
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Susan had heard the door too and ducked out of view of the window. Carl remained, watching the
backyard for signs of treachery. Had the Suit gone to his car? Or the backyard? Was it one of them? Both? Or
were they still in the house with him?
A few seconds later, one of the Suits came into view on the lawn, pacing around and watching the sky.
Clearly agitated, though Carl wasn’t sure why. They hadn’t found him and Susan; what did the Suit have to
worry about?
“It’s just one of them,” Carl said, and dropped below the line of the window. Safe from view. Trapped
with his freed hostage in a confined space. Damn she smelled good.
“There is only one of them, I think,” Susan said. “There were two that caught me, but when they found
my briefcase was your briefcase, they left. I’ve only seen one since I got back.”
So the house was empty? Possibly. Or the other Suit hadn’t had reason to check in on Susan. They
shouldn’t go blundering around loudly, that was for sure, but were they better off trying to take the Suit they
could see by surprise than risking being surprised themselves by another Suit hiding in the house?

If Carl and Susan try to rush past the Suit out the back, send “Gallipoli”. (shot)
If Carl and Susan try to sneak through the house and escape via the front, turn to page 417.
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Better the risk of pain, really, than definite pain. He was armed with a knife: not exactly the sort of thing
he’d want to attack an armed professional with. And the Suit looked every bit the armed professional sort.
“We’ll take the risk through the house,” Carl said. If the other Suit was around, they’d have to sneak past
him. If not, even better.
And with that, Carl led the way. He stayed low so he wouldn’t be spotted through the large window into
the billiard room and after a moment heard sounds of Susan following him. Carl paused at the billiard table to
look out into the kitchen and beyond.
Carl stayed low until he was in the kitchen, then just ran for it. Who knew how long the Suit would spend
outside? Better to be out of the house before he tried to come back in.
They made it to the front door without seeing or hearing anyone else. Presumably Susan had seen only
one Suit because there was only one here at the moment.
They were through the front door and into the front yard in seconds. Carl closed the door behind him to
maintain the illusion that all was well. If the Suit saw an open front door he’d know something had happened,
but right now, he’d only find out when he went to check on her.
Carl expected to be well gone by the time that happened.
To that end, they legged it across the lawn to the street and didn’t stop until they were safely seated
inside the van. Susan had moved toward the driver’s side, but Carl nodded her out of the way. Since Carl had
the keys and they could be caught at any second, she went, but she didn’t look happy about it.
Carl took off from the curb without drawing attention to himself. If the Suit was out here, he might not
know what Carl was driving. Giving away which car they were in wasn’t a very good idea at this juncture.
Better to blend in.
No gunshots came and after a few streets Carl calmed down and relaxed a tad. His armpits were a
veritable fountain of sweat; had they really got away with that? Just… walked in the back, freed the girl, and
walked out the front? It seemed too easy. Carl supposed there was a lot that might have gone wrong, but since
it hadn’t, everything seemed simple and he didn’t trust it.
Nothing to do about it now.
“Thank you, uh…” Susan said.
“Carl,” he said. Had he not introduced himself? He’d been busy, granted.
“Thanks, Carl. So what next?”

If Carl hides out at home, send “Home, James”. (killed by Kevin at house)
If Carl leaves Susan to this alone, send “I’ll be off”. (leaves; story end. Timestorm late that day)
If Carl goes back to the lab, turn to page 418.
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“I’m sure Levenstein will want to see you,” Carl said.
Susan stared ahead for a moment. “You’ve been to the lab?” She sounded surprised.
“Yeah, he showed me the big time-stripper and everything. It still doesn’t make any sense to me, but he
showed me. And there were the briefcases with Time in and whatnot.”
“So you delivered my briefcase safely back to him?”
“I did.”
“Well… thank you again.” She sounded surprised again. Carl suspected she’d thought less of him, in which
case, why had she given him the briefcase in the first place?
He glanced over as he drove. Susan was freckled in a way that reminded him of innocence and made him
want to protect her, but her eyes were critical, gauging. She wasn’t a pushover woman, a trophy to be won.
She made up her own mind, but she seemed impressed with Carl, which was nice. It didn’t move her face
farther all the way to “happy” but it made it out of “angry”, which was a good first step.
In half an hour they were back at the warehouse, and Susan was putting a sequence of numbers into the
keypad and the secret elevator was taking them down into the underground lair.
Levenstein hugged Susan and seemed genuinely happy to see her, thanking her for her quick action when
the men had attacked and for choosing such a trustworthy companion as Carl (he was a bit chuffed about that.
Even Levenstein was complementing him now) and asking if she was all right.
“I’m fine. How’s everything here?”
“Still on schedule,” Levenstein said. He waved a finger at the massive machine to dismiss it as
unimportant. “But… we have work to do.” He smiled, spun around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, and
started a quick walk toward an office. “You sent yourself me email from about…” He checked his watch. “…five
minutes’ time.”
“But that doesn’t have to be us!” Susan said. “Reverse-causation, Henry, remember? Some other Susan
can send it back.”
Henry Levenstein stopped with his hands spread over his desk and stared at her. “It has to be someone,”
he said. “We don’t know whether any other Susans made it out. Also… why not us?”
“Timebursts, for one?” she said. “You said there’d be a storm, and worse.”
Henry wobbled his head instead of shrugging. “We’re only talking about a few hours. I think the
timebursts will only occur when large, concentrated doses of Time are released. Hopefully.”
Henry had logged onto the computer and typed half the message, and now pushed Susan toward the
computer to furnish it with details about where she’d been held.
“So,” Carl said to Henry, “does that mean that she don’t have any choice about what she sends? Because
if you made her send anything other than what you received, that’s what would have arrived this morning. So
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you’re forced to send what you received this morning, otherwise you risk a paradox.” Carl was quite
impressed. He’d finally understood this time-travel stuff.
Henry smiled. “I don’t think the universe much cares about paradoxes, Carl,” he said. “We’re not in
danger of tearing apart time and space, but to save myself half an hour of trying to explain concepts that are
far beyond anyone except the brilliant and highly-educated, let’s leave it that if left to her own choice, Susan
will send the email that I received this morning and I’m going to let her.”
Did that mean that the email’s ambiguity about where Susan was being held and how to rescue her were
intentional? Was that Susan’s test of him? Or had Carl been so confident in everything he’d done that she
hadn’t considered he might have done things differently?
What did that mean for all those Carls who had chosen differently? Were they now dead somewhere
because she hadn’t thought this through? Should he say something, or would that just cause Henry to lecture
him again about how foolish his Hollywood notions of Time were?
Henry waved at a passing white-coated lab technician and nodded toward the machine. In a minute the
man had returned with the briefcase that Carl had seen earlier in the machine’s clear plastic cube. It was
identical to the one Carl had brought him that morning.
“Ready?” he asked Susan. She placed a hand on the mouse and nodded. Henry pointed the briefcase at
the computer then undid both latches. As Susan clicked Send, he flashed the case open the tiniest crack for a
fraction of a second. Golden light washed over the computer, but instead of reflecting back off the modem’s
shining face it seemed to be absorbed.
And then the light was gone and Henry was closing the clasps.
After everything that had happened, it seemed a bit anticlimactic. “That’s it?” Carl asked.
“Yes,” Henry said. “Well, hopefully. We’ve never actually tried this before because of the potential for
timebursts, but the theory is sound.”
“So what happens now?” Carl asked.
Henry sighed. “I’m not sure. It’s possible that those men will attempt to attack here again. We should
prepare.”
“Maybe not,” Susan said. “There was only one of them guarding me. The other one didn’t come back from
trying to find Carl at his work.”
“Which means there’s only two of them,” Carl said. Henry looked surprised, or maybe confused, so Carl
elaborated. “If there were more, they’d have sent someone to help guard Susan or interrogate her.”
“Then where is the other man?” Henry asked.
“Still at Carl’s work, probably,” Susan said.
Carl shook his head. “Why bother? If they’d checked my desk and I wasn’t there when I was supposed to
be, they’d have to assume I’d spotted them and run.”
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“So why didn’t they both come back to their hideout?” Susan asked.
“Because I’m the only Carl Wickam in the phone directory. If they had my name, they had my address.”
“And if you’re not at work, eventually you’ll go home,” Henry said. “Brilliant, really. You might not be
expecting it, but even if you are, you’re sure to return there eventually. It’s not so easy to forge a new life at a
moment’s notice. Everyone has knickknacks and memories they want to take with them.”
“So we could attack them at Carl’s house?” Susan said.
Carl had already made that choice. “I’m not killing anyone,” he said.
That took the wind out of her sails. Susan tried a quick glance at Henry, but he looked suitably old to
dissuade her from using him as an assassin, and apparently she didn’t like the idea of doing it all herself. “All
right.”
“Do you really want to become a murderer?” Carl asked her.
Susan didn’t break down crying at how far she’d fallen thanks to this pearl of wisdom, but it did pause her
rage for a moment, which was better than Carl had expected.
“Probably not,” she admitted. “But what else is there? This can only escalate. They’ll kill. What are we
going to do to that?”
“Trust me,” Carl said. “I trust you.”
“That’s very sweet—”
“Because the email I sent myself from the future told me to,” Carl clarified, “not because you’ve shown
yourself to be a particularly trustworthy person.”
For a moment she looked outraged, as if mortified that Carl dare to question her. Then apparently she
realised how arrogant and self-centred she was being, because she dodged his eye contact.
“So what do we do?”
Carl didn’t really have an answer for that right now, so he tried making something up on the spot. “We
could get them caught for something else. If they carry guns, wouldn’t they need licences for them? And they
kidnapped you. I guess we can’t have them arrested for that because you’re all security-paranoid about your
Time-Tearer here…” Carl gestured at the machine, “…but there would be something.”
“And just how do you propose to do any of this, Carl?” Henry asked.

If Carl uses himself as bait, turn to page 421.
If Carl tries to come up with some other plan, send “Second Thoughts”. (dunno)
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“We give them what they want,” Carl said. Now that he’d started thinking, this strategy stuff was easy.
“We give them me and the briefcase.”
Henry’s eyebrows competed to see which could jump higher. It was a tie. “What?”
“You can’t keep it here anyway,” Carl realised. “The email I sent myself was from my work address, which
I can only log onto at work. At some point, I have to take that briefcase back to Move It, Buster!” Not for the
first time, Carl wished he worked for another company, if only so he didn’t sound so childish when he said
sentences like that one.
After his recent we-have-to-send-the-email trip with Susan, Henry wasn’t about to tell him that they
didn’t have to send the message. The email was about this timeline; Carl was sure of it. Unless Henry planned
on using his three ineffectual-looking security guards against him, Carl would be taking that briefcase and
sending himself an email.
“When was your email sent?” Henry said, with a hint of resignation.
“Seven-thirty tonight,” Carl said.
Henry tilted his head down to look at Carl through his eyebrows. “It’s a bad risk. They know where you
work, Carl. They could be waiting there.”
“But they’re more likely to wait at my house, so we’ll start there.”
“We?” Henry asked.
“Yeah.” Carl nodded toward Susan. “My email said ‘trust her’ and I don’t see any other women around
the place.”
A passing whitecoat seemed somewhat offended by that, but she was just an extra in Carl’s life. No doubt
she had her own story somewhere that she could be the star of, but she was passing traffic to Carl and he
wasn’t about to feel bad about referring to her as such. Especially when she hadn’t said a single word to him.
Carl suspected that he’d be a bit clearer than “Trust her” if he’d meant anyone other than the woman he’d
been obsessing over all day and had just rescued from kidnapping.
“And on the basis of that,” Susan said, “I have to come with you?”
“You don’t have to,” Carl said. “Probably. You understand it all better than I do. All I know is that those
men will either attack me or attack this lab to get that briefcase, so it might as well be me.”
“Trying to be a hero?”
“I am a hero, in case you haven’t noticed. I thwarted the bad guys and saved you, didn’t I?”
“It’s still a risk,” Henry said. “They might give up their vigil before seven o’clock and come here, you
realise.”

If Carl and Susan stay to help protect the lab against attack, send “Not Fade Away”. (lab not attacked)
If Carl and Susan leave the lab to keep the briefcase safe, turn to page 422.
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“I do,” Carl said. “Which is why we shouldn’t be here.”
“Excuse me?”
“If those men attack here, they’ll probably succeed. Not that I don’t have faith in your security guards, but
they nearly succeeded last time and we should assume that they’ll do even better this time. So rather than
leave what they want here, I say we shut your machine down and take the briefcase away.”
Henry looked toward his machine and kept his gaze there. Was he really so worried about turning it off
for a while? Or was he thinking deep sciency thoughts that Carl didn’t care about?
“Very well,” Henry said. He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and brought out the briefcase that Carl
had been handed that morning and handed it to Susan. “But be careful. And don’t open it except to send that
email. We don’t want a timestorm on our hands.”
Fair point. Was there anything else to say or do? Not really. They were just hiding; it shouldn’t be that
hard. The hard part would be later, when they were being chased by the Suits.
“What about that one?” Carl asked, pointing to the briefcase that Henry had used on the email.
“It’s practically empty. We hadn’t separated much of the Time from it.”
“Can I borrow it?” Carl asked. Henry nodded.
Susan said her farewells to everyone in the lab, which took a while. Was she usually this thorough? She
didn’t seem the farewell-hugs type. Did she not expect to return from this little expedition?
They boarded the van again and rode it up to street level. Susan drove this time, though she kept a tight
eye on Carl to ensure he didn’t open the briefcase for no reason. She needn’t have worried; he had no
intention of betraying her for no reason at all.
Or for any reason, either.
Susan drove them down to the beach, told Carl to bring the briefcase, and found a restaurant for a late
lunch. Between the Suits at his office and Susan’s rescue, Carl had forgotten about eating, but now that he was
reminded he realised that it was nearly two o’clock and he was hungry. He also realised that he was at a
restaurant with a beautiful woman, and as soon as he realised it it felt like a date.
Great. As if being hunted wasn’t taxing enough, now he’d be second-guessing everything that came out of
his mouth and berating himself when he said something she didn’t laugh at.
“So, how much of this timey-wimey stuff do you understand?” he asked.
“Not as much as I’d like,” she said. Her mouth opened as if in shock or to say something else, then closed.
“I understand the theory, in theory, but Henry’s the only one who’s been able to make it work. It’s his baby.”
“And yet you’re the one who grabbed the briefcase and legged it out the door when the time came.”
“Yeah, well.” She seemed almost dismissive. That wasn’t like her. Usually she was more… arrogant.
“So why did you do it?” he asked.
“Someone had to.”
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“Why you?” Carl asked.
“Because… who else at the lab do you think would step up and take charge? Henry would have, but he’s
too old and he knows it.” She stopped fussing with the menu and slapped it down on the table. “The better
question is why did you stay to rescue me? This isn’t your fight. You could have let it go.”
“Because you needed help.”
“Not to be a hero?” she asked.
Carl shrugged. “Not really. I don’t think you can try to be a hero. There’s too many choices along the way,
and if you choose wrong anywhere along the line you’ll fail. And some of them might not be heroic choices in
the slightest. They might be banal, like…” Carl paused to think of one.
“What would you like to order?” the waiter asked, having appeared at Carl’s shoulder.

If Carl orders soup, turn to page 424.
If Carl orders salad, send “Roughage”. (same as other section, except replace “soup” with “salad”)
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“Walnut and asparagus salad,” Susan said, handing over her menu.
“Soup, thanks,” Carl said, then realised that it was a perfect example. “Like that. What I ordered right then
might change the very outcome of the rest of the day, and I would have had no idea what was the ‘right’
answer. The world isn’t fair.”
“I guess not, but you can tip the odds in your favour by not being an idiot and involving yourself in
matters that don’t concern you.”
“So I should have left you in their vile clutches? Or refused the briefcase when you thrust it upon me? We
can only do whatever we are. Sorry, Susan; I’m a nice guy. I tend to help out people who are in distress.
Especially if they’re pretty ladies.”
Oh shit. That last part wasn’t supposed to be out loud.
Carl snuck a glance up at Susan. She had one eyebrow raised and was staring at him with an “Oh, really?”
expression, but she wasn’t scowling and didn’t look offended. Should he take that to mean she wasn’t about to
garrotte him with his napkin?
“Did you really want to kill them?” he asked her. It was a drastic change of topic, but he felt he needed
one right now.
She considered, nearly said one thing, then said, “I guess not. The hero isn’t supposed to kill, right?”
“Right.”
The ice seemed to be broken, and the rest of the conversation centred on what the hero should do and
the menial decisions that would ruin his plan. After that, they wasted time at a university library reading far
apart. Susan found something technical from one of her peers or idols or whatever the group of secret
underground researchers had; Carl found something fictitious that was light-hearted and let the problem of
the Suits bubble away at the back of his mind.
They left the library just after six o’clock and drove toward Carl’s house. “Do you have a plan yet?” Susan
asked.
“Yeah.” Carl held up the briefcase that Henry had used on the email Susan had sent back. “I walk out with
this as if nothing’s wrong, but turn back before I reach the front door and run for the van. If they’re watching,
they’ll react.”
“Yes,” Susan agreed. “They’ll shoot you.”
That was a possibility, but one that Carl was willing to risk. They arrived at his house and Carl saw a shiny
black sedan parked out the front. It would match their tailored black suits. Probably theirs then.
“What’s the rest of the plan?” she asked.
“We get them arrested for another crime.”
“And just how do you plan to do that?”
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Carl nearly told her, but that would have been counter-productive at this stage. “I’m the bait,” he said.
“You just keep yourself safe and hide so they don’t kill you.”
“You don’t have to baby me.” She sounded annoyed again. Carl felt like he was back on familiar ground.
“I’m not being condescending,” he said, “I’m being practical. We need to keep their attention on me. The
best way to do that is for you to stay out of sight.”
Susan stopped the van and handed him the briefcase. “Try not to die,” she said.
“Wouldn’t be very heroic, would it?” he asked, and threw the door open.
The walk toward his house felt very long. Any moment, someone could poke a pistol out of some hiding
spot and shoot him. He also had to play the role of somewhat carefree idiot, looking at the black sedan as if
trying to work out whose it was. Did that belong to Uncle Jerry? No. Couldn’t be.
He made it about three steps from the front door before casting one final look at the sedan, then the
briefcase in his hand, and running back the way he’d come. Hopefully that was a clear enough picture for
them.
He jumped back into the van and Susan gunned the engine. He was going to tell her to go easy, nothing
had happened, but decided to look back to see if anything had happened before he said anything.
Just as well he did, because it had.
The Suits were currently climbing into the sedan.
Susan glanced at Carl on the seat beside her. “Straight to your office, or should we try to lose them?” she
asked.

If they go straight to the office, turn to page 426.
If they try to lose the Suits, send “Swerve”. (succeed, but Suits are waiting for them in building and kill
them)
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“Straight in,” Carl said. “As soon as they realise we’re going cityward, they’ll know where we’re heading.
Or, at the least, they’ll check the office first.”
“You’re the hero,” she said, stomping hard on the accelerator. The streets flashed by, as did Give Way
signs and the occasional red light. The Suits were less reckless, either because their car was less protected and
visible than a giant white van or because they didn’t want to die. In either case, it let them get a few streets’
lead, after which the Suits seemed content to stay that far back and wait for them to make a mistake.
Susan didn’t.
They arrived out the front of Move It, Buster!, Susan trod on the brake, and the van squealed to a halt.
They were out of the van and at the front door just as the Suits were pulling up. Carl swiped his keycard and
they ran in. The glass doors shut before the Suits could make it in.
There was a moment when Carl thought the Suits would just shoot right through the glass and kill them,
but after a prolonged glower one of the Suits went to the keypad and started fiddling with it.
Carl and Susan climbed into an elevator and rode it up to the third floor, where Carl rushed out and ran
over to his desk. How long would it take them to hack the front door?
He clicked and entered his password. Susan stood beside him, shuffling from one foot to the other. “You
should find somewhere to hide,” Carl said.
“Any suggestions, O Mighty One?”
Carl shrugged and brought up his email. “Bathroom?”
“You can’t think of anywhere nicer?”
“You look like you need to go,” Carl said. There was no immediate retort, so he suspected he’d hit the nail
on the head. And, well, as the email had said: “when you gotta go… you gotta go”. Maybe he was sending
himself a message about this moment.
No, wait. That couldn’t be right because he didn’t know how this would all turn out yet.
Gah. The future was hard.
“All right,” she said. “Where are they?”
“Left of the elevators, before the stairs.”
Susan left, after a moment’s hesitation in which she said nothing and Carl tried not to think of what she
wasn’t saying. Something bad? Or worse, something good?
Meanwhile, his computer from a century ago was just now bringing up the Compose Email screen. Carl
typed, “Remember: When you gotta go, you gotta go. Don’t do anything stupid. Trust her.”
That was it, he was sure. The advice to go to bathroom when he needed to escape; the best advice he
could give himself about making choices; and the advice to trust Susan. She hadn’t let him down so far. She’d
even agreed to go and hide, which had surprised him.
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Carl opened the latches on the briefcase and held the lid with one hard. The other hand hovered over the
mouse. Then, as much in unison as he could, Carl clicked “Send” and opened the briefcase a crack.
Golden light spilled onto the computer for a second, warming everything to a glow.
Carl closed the briefcase and looked at the screen. The usual Message Sent screen welcomed him, so
presumably he’d done it right. Was there any way he was supposed to tell?
Carl closed the clasps on the briefcase and walked toward the bank of elevators and the stairwell and the
meeting room, ready for when the Suits arrived, then spotted the view out the window.
It had been sunny before. Not quite sunset, still bright. Now it was dark outside. Had he opened the
briefcase too far? Had he created a timestorm? Rain fell thick and fast on the other side of the window. When
had that started?
Carl guessed that it was the instant he pressed “Send”, but he couldn’t be sure how timestorms worked.
He didn’t know all the rules, not like Henry or Susan would, but he knew that this was definitely a timestorm.
Hopefully it wasn’t too bad, as storms sent through time went. After all, he’d done this to keep the
briefcase from the Suits because he thought that they’d use it to hurt people. But if he hurt people with it,
wasn’t that the same thing but without the middle man? Even if he was trying to do the right thing?
He wasn’t sure when, but Carl had wandered over to the window. He realised this as soon as he heard the
scream. Female. Susan, presumably, and cut short…
When he turned, the Suits were there. Or, rather, one was, stepping out of the elevator. The other one
Carl couldn’t see – presumably because he was in the bathroom doing whatever had caused Susan to scream.
Between Carl and the Suit he could see was the door to the stairwell. He could make there before the Suit
could pull out a weapon, but that would mean leaving Susan behind.
A few steps farther on from the stairwell was the hallway that led to the bathrooms. He could probably
make it down the hallway before the Suit shot him, but it was a dead-end corridor. If he went down there, the
Suits would definitely get him, but he might get the drop on the one who had hurt her.
She was past saving, though. She’d stopped screaming… that was a bad sign.

If Carl flees up the stairs with the briefcase, turn to page 428.
If Carl tries to avenge Susan, send “What Carl Wanted”. (rush into bathroom; finds that Susan wasn’t
attacked)
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She wouldn’t have wanted him to have come all this way only for the Suits to get the briefcase now.
Susan was gone, but her legacy could remain: he had to make sure the Suits didn’t get the briefcase. Maybe he
could get them caught for her murder.
First, though, survive.
Carl ran for the stairwell and darted through the door just as the Suit fired his gun. The bullet hit Carl in
the upper arm. It was probably no worse than a graze, something any action hero could shrug off, but Carl
wasn’t an action hero. He worked management for a trucking company, and while the wound probably wasn’t
severe, the shock of it was. Carl smacked into a steel handrail, then reminded himself that there was at least
one man behind him who wanted to kill him, so he should get moving.
But which way?
And if he ran down, they could just take the elevator, beat him there, and wait. He’d have to leave
eventually. No. He couldn’t go down. He had to defy expectations. Go up. Hope he lost them.
Carl raced up the concrete stairs three at a time, pulling himself up with his free hand and trying
desperately not to think about what must have happened to Susan.
He’d made it up one flight of stairs – up to the forth floor – when he heard the door below him. He had
enough of a lead that the Suit wouldn’t have another clear shot at him. He just had to maintain that lead. Carl
took large, quiet steps, hoping the Suit would go down. From the silence, he hadn’t gone anywhere yet. He
was waiting down there, listening.
The instant he heard footsteps coming up, though, Carl bolted. Whether it was a guess by the Suit or
whether Carl had done something to give himself away didn’t matter now. The Suit knew where he was. Carl
sprinted up. He had another eight or so storeys before he ran out of places to go… and then what? The roof?
He didn’t know. He couldn’t think. Susan was gone. He’d told her he had a plan – and he had – but right at
the crucial moment he’d been distracted by the storm and now he was ruined. He could no longer lure them
into the meeting room where he’d held his failed meeting and trap them there.
One distraction had ruined it all.
It hadn’t even been a choice, an idea, an action. It had been the absence of them, an inaction, involuntary.
He made it to the tenth floor before he looked down. He’d heard the Suits in their no-doubt stylish shoes
running after him, but they hadn’t been gaining. Probably because they didn’t need to take risks. They knew
they had him.
His glance revealed that it was both Suits following him, not just one of them. Had the one that had shot
him been advancing so slowly, keeping pace, so the one that had killed Susan could catch up?
Carl redoubled his run, which caused him to stub his toe and trip on the stairs. The concrete steps tore
into his shin and his jaw hit the eleventh-storey landing harder than he’d have liked. He tasted blood, but if he
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didn’t get up right now he’d be tasting a lot more of it, so Carl pushed himself up and kept going. What else
was there to do?
He scrambled to his feet, wiped off his scraped hands, and limped up the final of steps. Then he ran out of
floors to ascend and met a closed door, which he pulled open.
It was a dark and stormy night.
Wind tore at the top of the building. Fat drops of rain hurled themselves suicidally at anyone nearby. The
only one nearby – the only one desperate enough to venture out into the starless night – was Carl Wickam.
He stumbled back, bleeding, sagged to his knees. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. He’d promised
himself this wasn’t how it would be!
Seems he couldn’t trust himself. Would have been nice to know that earlier.
“Just hand it over,” said one of the Suits. The one on the left; Carl couldn’t tell them apart, what with the
identical two-piece suits, shined shoes, haircuts, guns. All they needed were the sunglasses.
“You can’t win,” said the other Suit, appearing from the building’s stairwell right after his twin.
Did they choreograph that? The one-speaking-then-the-other? Or did they just spend way too much time
together?
Oh well. Everyone seemed to be speaking to him in cliché today, so he answered with a “Never!” as he
clamoured toward the roof’s edge.
“There’s nowhere to go,” a Suit reminded him.
Carl reached the edge and pressed his back against the shoulder-high brickwork. The soaking rain
continued to make the day thoroughly shit. Not that soaking rain had been the worst of it.
“I’ll open it!” he threatened, waving the briefcase at them like a sword. “Don’t think I won’t!”
That stopped them. They even shared a worried glance. They still did it in unison, but Carl couldn’t ask for
everything. Stopping their robotic advance was a good first step.
So to speak.
The Suits stared at him, ignoring the driving rain.
“I’ll do it,” he reiterated.
“No you won’t,” said a Suit, making up his mind.
“You wouldn’t dare,” said the other. And they restarted their advance. He only had a couple of seconds
before they’d reach him. Before they’d take it. And then… then it was all over.
Nothing else for it…
Carl clicked open one of the briefcase’s locks.
Then the other one.
Golden light burst from the briefcase’s crack.
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With a final grimace at the two suited figures sprinting to stop him and a last prayer to any sort of god (he
wasn’t fussy at this stage), Carl threw the briefcase open.

If Carl points the briefcase at the Suits, send “Doesn’t Suit You”. (sends them back in time, which causes
them to kill him before this point, so the entire section is just “The End”)
If Carl points the briefcase at himself, turn to page 431.
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He had it pointed squarely at his own chest, hugged as close as he could so the Time wouldn’t escape into
the atmosphere and make the timestorm worse. If this was his suicide, his last gasp to stop the Suits from
getting what they wanted, he didn’t want others to suffer for it. He’d have hurled the damned case off the
edge of the building except the thing was indestructible and someone on the street below would no doubt
pick it up and open it.
So Carl held it close and opened it up and watched as the Suits raced toward him, their arms
outstretched: a gun in their right hands and their left hands open like claws.
Then they were gone. Carl had blinked, and they’d disappeared. Now all there was on the rooftop was the
storm and him. The briefcase was still in his hand, but right now it was open and there was no light inside. No
more Time.
Carl wondered when it was. Presumably his watch hadn’t gone back to the proper time, because he’d still
been shot in the arm and fallen down the stairs, though the rain had washed away all the blood from these
wounds. Seemed it was good for something.
Still, the storm was here, so he couldn’t be too far in the past. But was he far enough?
Carl ran for the fire door, swiped his card through the reader, and opened it. Then he stopped, smiled,
and smashed the keypad with the briefcase. The case – having been stripped of its Time and become the
fabled Immovable Object – incurred no damage, but the keypad was not so lucky. Its time being useful came
to an end, as did its existence as a single object.
With the keypad in pieces and the wiring mushed as much as he could with the corner of the briefcase,
Carl raced back down the stairs. When he came to the third floor, he opened the door as quietly as he could
and peered in both directions.
Ah, there he was: wandering mindlessly toward the window. Like a moth toward the light. Transfixed.
Blind to everything around him.
Carl stepped out of the door, closed it soundlessly, and walked down the short passageway that led to the
bathrooms. If one of the Suits was about to attack Susan, he’d be there to stop him.
He paused momentarily at the entrance to the women’s toilet, debating with himself whether he should
knock. It was rude to just walk in, but if he knocked, past-him would hear and that would mess with the
timeline. Henry would probably tell him that was fine, but Henry was the kind of man who thought tearing
time apart was a good idea.
So he entered without knocking, but in time to see Susan trip. The bathroom floors had been washed by
the cleaning staff who were probably still in the building somewhere, and Susan had lost her footing on the
wet. Honest mistake; could happen to anyone.
She screamed as he fell, but cut her scream short when Carl reached forward and grabbed her arms.
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Then he kissed her, because she was alive and he was happy and he couldn’t bear not kissing her. It
hadn’t been a Suit attacking her, killing her, that past-Carl had heard. He’d heard her slip, and he’d heard
himself catch her.
Thinking back, he’d seen the Suit that had shot him coming out of the elevator. It didn’t make sense for
the other Suit to be attacking Susan if the elevator doors were only just opening.
Both the Suits had been in the elevator. Carl had only seen one because the Suits hadn’t walked out
simultaneously. If he’d waited another second he’d have seen the other one, but he’d run for the stairwell,
kept his eyes on the door and getting through it.
There was no Suit coming for Susan. They didn’t even know she was here. She was safe. She was alive.
That was why he’d kissed her.
Why she kissed him back, he had no idea. Maybe he’d ask her sometime, but not now. Not until she
pulled away, which happened all too soon and was followed by her saying, “Why are you all wet— Is that
blood?”
Apparently her hand had been on his arm, because it was now bloody.
“Yes,” he said. “I’ve been up on the roof, in the storm.”
Understanding passed through her eyes, but Carl needed to say it anyway. “I opened the briefcase. They
were about to get me, I had to, but I absorbed as much of the Time as I could.”
“So… where are you now?” she asked. “The other you? And do you have a plan.”
Carl smiled. “I’m running up the stairs to the roof. And yes I do.”
He walked out of the bathroom, through the little hallway, and to the bank of elevators. In seconds he
and Susan were heading up to the twelfth floor. Carl made sure that he bumped up against the walls and left
lovely big bloody handprints against one as well, as if he was having trouble standing.
They paused for a moment on the twelfth floor to listen to the stairwell, then remained very quiet as a set
of ragged footsteps passed them, then another two sets marching in perfect unison. Then Carl said to Susan,
“Right. I guess I should go and put a stop to them and all that.”
“And just how are you planning on doing that, exactly?” Susan asked. “You’re not armed.”
“Depends where you’re looking,” Carl said. “Did you know that the walls of this building are sheer?”
Susan looked confused. Carl smiled again, then opened the door and climbed the final stairwell. Through
the still-open emergency door he could see the storm smashing down and two figures advancing mechanically
toward his own terrified form.
As past-Carl fiddled with the latches, the Suits stopped their march and began their sprint. They were
about five feet away when past-Carl hugged the golden light to his chest and vanished. The Suits hit the roof’s
low wall quite hard and for a second Carl thought they would topple over the edge without any help from him,
especially in the slippery conditions.
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Ultimately, though, they didn’t fail the simple task of “stopping”. They searched the ground where Carl
had been for a moment, as if he might have only shrunk instead of disappeared, but soon realised that he
wasn’t anywhere there to be found.
Carl stepped up to the doorway, rubbed his hands in his bleeding shoulder, then reached out into the rain
and pulled the door shut. The lock clicked home most satisfyingly, especially when he thought of the smashed
and useless keypad that was the only way into the door from the other side and the sheer walls all the way to
the ground thirteen stories below.
Then Carl pressed his shoulder against the wall and walked away, leaving a lovely smear of red that would
look like someone who had been fatally shot trying to stand. Susan just stared. “What are you doing?”
“Framing them for my murder,” Carl said. As he went back down the stairs and into the elevator, he said,
“This building doesn’t have video cameras. They were deemed too expensive; all they have is alarms attached
to the lockable doors to detect when they’ve been tampered with. Apparently they weren’t good enough to
stop our friends on the roof, but oh well.”
“How is that murder?”
“I destroyed the only way for those men to come back inside, so their trapped trespassing. That hardly
seemed enough of a punishment, though, and since they’d winged me I’m putting a bunch of blood all over
the place to make it look like they shot me on the roof, I made it back inside – trapping them outside – and
then proceeded outside before bleeding to death.”
“Again,” Susan said, “how is that murder? Manslaughter, maybe, if you testify against them. And
definitely trespassing, maybe assault, but not murder.”
Carl paused. “Depends if anyone ever sees me again,” he said.
That caused a quick look from Susan.
“If I disappear, never seen again, the police might come to the conclusion that I’m dead somewhere. If
they have my blood all over the building and two men with guns trapped on the roof, that will probably be
enough. And if not, there’s always this.”
As the elevator doors opened, Carl pulled out his mobile phone and called 112. When someone answered,
he said, “Oh, God, please! I’ve been shot. There were two men, wearing dark suits. I’ve got to… got to go…
They…”
Carl dropped his phone in the lobby, placed a finger to his lips, then nodded toward the front exit. He
followed her as loudly as he could, taking uneven steps and moaning a bunch.
At the door, he swiped his card one final time, left it on the ground by the door coated in blood (it was
difficult to convince his shoulder to produce enough; his body was too good at healing, it was ruining all his
plans), and stepped through the glass doors into the storm.
“Take the van,” he said. “I’ll collect my car from around the corner and meet you back at the lab.”
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“Your murder plot isn’t going to work,” she said. “Your building might not have cameras, but the streets
do.”
“You think the cameras can see anything in this storm? Now start moving; I don’t know how long it takes
police to trace mobile phones and I’d rather not find out.”
With that, he left her in the rain and ran back to his car. It was still parked near the café where this crazy
day had started. The rain had already started soaking through the old rust-bucket, but he found that kind of
charming now. This morning he’d have found it annoying.
Funny how things changed.
As he turned the key in the ignition, and winced a little at the pain that sprung up his arm, Carl thought
about the day that had been. He’d met a pretty lady; toured a mad scientist’s secret underground lab; saved
the damsel; thwarted the bad guys; even got the girl, it seemed.
Yeah. Overall, it had been a good day.
He wondered what tomorrow would be like.

The End.
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Fun Facts That Were Sent Out Upon Death
The story was written as people send in answers, not all planned out beforehand. Only the three major
beats (the meeting or storm; Susan needs rescuing; the finale at Carl’s work) were plotted out. The rest came
from people’s answers and reactions or what I thought the characters would do.
The only things to change are Carl’s actions and the results of those. Therefore, actions in one timeline
(like when the storm starts, the building collapses, the time-flashes happen, the zaglossus hacketti at the
clinic) affect all concurrent timelines. So sometimes if a shitty thing happens to you it’s because dramatic
tension was required in another timeline that I’d already written! For instance, the building remains standing
for twelve minutes after the shockwave. If you don’t make it out into the street within that time, you die.
You can receive the email from the future and still die (and thus not send it). This is a paradox, but the
only way to avoid the paradox would be to make every choice lead back to the central plot (not much of a
choose-your-own-adventure, really) and force each reader to survive until the third act, no matter how stupid
their actions. Since I’m a firm believer in choices having consequences in fiction, I chose to allow the paradox
to preserve free will. That way, readers’ choices actually matter (which is sort of the point of this whole
exercise…). This was explained in many timelines with the invention of reverse-causation.
Keeping track of who had done what became a lot of work. To have a brief idea how much, read on:

Hey, Steve, how obsessive-compulsive were you about Carl being the only thing that changes? Because
sometimes there are two Suits at the safehouse and other times there is only one (or other inconsistency)?

Barring lapses in my memory, yes the other characters’ actions all make sense.
The Suits’ House
When Carl approaches the house, the Suit(s) begin in the lounge room of their safehouse beside the
carport and side gate, and therefore see Carl if he tries to sneak around there. After their discussion about the
relative morality of what they’re doing, Peter goes to the back yard. After a minute, Kevin follows to console
him. To rescue Susan without being seen or caught or killing anyone, Carl must enter the back, take the knife,
free her, and go out the front.
If Carl took the briefcase and kept it closed, Peter will be waiting at the house (still debating the relative
morality of it all, but on the telephone) while Kevin will be waiting at Carl’s house in case he comes home.
When Peter finds Susan missing, he contacts Kevin, but Kevin opts to keep watching Carl’s house rather than
abandon it to attack the lab again. He later remembers the email that he’d seen on Carl’s workplace computer
about the email through time and they rush to intercept him there.
If Carl escapes the Suits at his office, Kevin returns to the safehouse to guard Susan while Peter watches
Carl’s house to try to recover the briefcase there.
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If the Suits capture Susan with the briefcase, they return to their safehouse with her and Kevin opens the
briefcase and absorbs the Time. Thus when (in some timelines) Carl attacks Kevin at the bar and kills him, he
ruins all of their plans without ever knowing what they were.
The Lab
There are ten scientists at the lab, three security guards, and Levenstein. Five stay for the fight, although
in one timeline no email from the future has told Henry or Susan to trust Carl, so Henry orders everyone to
evacuate, leaving only Susan, Henry, and Carl to face the Suits.
If the Suits attack the lab, Kevin goes down the elevator as a distraction while Peter comes in through the
stairs. The whitecoats and security guards will fall for this diversion and be shot from behind by Peter as he
enters the lab. If Carl is guarding the stairs, he will not fall for the diversion and will instead shoot Peter the
instant he walks through the door, after which Kevin loses a three-on-one firefight with the Shooters.
The Storm
The storm appears after the briefcase is fully opened (and a lesser one for a long peek such as when Carl
sends his email back through time, which is not severe enough to cause the buildings to fall). The full storm
lasts for an hour, after which the megafauna appear. An hour after that, the people from 1838 arrive. An hour
after that, those from the twenties arrive and Carl (or Kevin, depending on who opened the briefcase) can see
the consequences of every choice before they make it. Prior to that, they have about a minute’s precognition.
The storm blasts the buildings away from the point of origin, so for most people the Move It, Buster!
building will fall across the street toward the Adam Internet building. But for some, different buildings topple
in different directions because the briefcase was opened (say) inside a police station or a café.
Time
If Carl only peeks into the briefcase, his body absorbs the Time it encountered at a rate consistent with his
heart rate. If Carl is placed under great stress and threat, his body absorbs the Time faster than usual. Luckily
for narrative purposes, this means that Carl acquires the ability to see a short distance into the future just after
those devastating, life-threatening, heart-pounding events where it might have been useful.
The briefcase only contains two “peeks”-worth of Time. So if Carl peeked at the beginning… he’s kind of
screwed at the end. I guess he should have listened to that hot blonde.
The Car Accident
If Carl was in the car accident, his only chance of survival is by having his damaged limb hacked off then
and there. This whole exercise was about hard decisions. I mean, come on; trying another hospital when a
natural disaster’s just struck? Everywhere is overflowing with the dead and dying. Did you really think Carl had
a better chance there, even if he didn’t die by the time he arrived?
Carl’s blood type was determined randomly, without consulting any blood charts to see whether it was an
easy one or a hard one to match. Because it’s Random O’Clock! (And so it wasn’t deliberately too hard/easy.)
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Dating
Susan is notoriously difficult to date. The only Carl to do it successfully is the Hero Carl. All of the others
either had to manipulate/deceive her or were rejected by her. Hey, that’s what happens when characters have
free will. Why should Susan go out with Carl just because you, the reader, want her to?
The Almost-Hero
There was also the possibility to almost get the Hero Ending if you chose coffee. The standoff would take
place on a different building’s rooftop, which they’d have to get to by breaking in. However, this wouldn’t be
the true Hero Ending because that Carl wouldn’t send the email back through time, and I wanted there to be
only one timestream that answered all and wasn’t a paradox (much).

The Hero Ending
If you want to follow the Hero Ending, these are the pages: 4, 9, 35, 54, 208, then follow the only path
from there!

Epilogue
Well, that’s pretty much it!
As I said at the start, this was an email-around-as-I-write-it affair that I sent to friends, friends of friends,
and random strangers on the other side of the world who heard about it second-hand. If you enjoyed it, check
out http://StephenBills.com for more from me, and please spread the word.

All the best,
Stephen Bills.

