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Prologue
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London, 1599

The candle guttered once in the draft, then steadied. Wax pooled down the side of the iron holder, hardening in a crooked rivulet across the scarred wooden desk. Dust hung in the air, disturbed only by the faintest stir of motion near the window—too smooth for the breeze, too deliberate for any mouse or moth.

A figure emerged from the shadows.

For the briefest moment, the candlelight caught his face—narrow, sharp-jawed, with eyes that gleamed like polished glass before vanishing again into shadow. He moved like water—fluid, silent—cloaked in matte black from hood to boots, his silhouette oddly out of place in the candlelit room. No lantern. No flintlock. No scent of sweat or horse or leather. Just a pack slung low across his back, and a device worn tight against one wrist, blinking faintly like a heartbeat.

He crossed the room in three quiet steps. A quick scan. No movement outside the door. No sound from below.

The trunk sat beneath the window, just as the notes had said. Heavy oak banded in brass, a faded “W.S.” carved discreetly near the latch. He knelt. From a pouch at his hip came a sliver of metal—thin, curved, and humming softly with unseen energy. The lock clicked open.

Inside: layers of cloth, a velvet satchel, and at the very bottom, the prize. A manuscript wrapped in crimson silk.

He lifted it reverently, fingers trembling as they brushed the edge of the binding. Pages within glimmered faintly under the candlelight—handwritten, still smudged in places, notes crowding the margins in a bold, slanted script. One title stood out, penned at the top of the first page.

The Most Excellent and Lamentable Tragedie of Romeo and Juliet.

He read the line twice, letting the shape of the letters settle. The truth of it was still blooming in his chest when a floorboard creaked in the stairwell. He turned at once, fingers finding the device at his wrist. A practiced twist, a firm press; the air shimmered around him like heat off stone, bending light in unnatural directions. For a split second, his outline fractured—glimpses of circuitry, bone, and vapor colliding in a flicker of movement.

Then, with a sound like breath being sucked through a keyhole, he vanished.

The candle flared. The manuscript was gone.

And outside, London carried on—drunken voices in the alley, a horse stamping restlessly, the bell of St. Mary Overy tolling the quarter hour. But history had just changed. And somewhere, something had shifted.
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The first thing that hit me was the smell.

Not the horses. Not the smoke. Not even the Thames, though that was trying hard enough with its rotting riverbank stink. No—what got me was everything at once. Tar, manure, wet wool, roasted chestnuts, piss, mud, pipe smoke, and something faintly like lavender. London didn’t just smell old. It smelled alive and unwashed.

I coughed, hard, and tried not to gag.

“We made it,” Chloe said, like she’d just stepped into a museum exhibit and not the filthiest street I’d ever seen. Her boots squelched in something I didn’t want to look at. “Max was right. No broken bones, no time-loop implosions—ten out of ten for our first Elizabethan landing.”

I turned around to say something snarky, but then I saw Max.

He stood on the edge of the alley, eyes locked on the open street ahead—on the wagons rumbling past, the children chasing a wooden hoop, the butcher’s boy carrying a pail of something I hoped wasn’t blood. His coat was dusted with ash. His hair was brushing the top of his collar. And in that moment, he didn’t look like a fourteen-year-old science geek from our century.

He looked like he belonged here. “Guys,” he said quietly. “Look.”

Across the muddy road, blurred by morning smoke and chimney haze, rose a timber-framed structure unlike anything else on the street. It looked almost like a ship stripped bare and stood on end—tiered wooden galleries curving into a wide rectangle, the beams dark with age and soot. Banners drooped from the overhanging rafters, their colors dulled by the damp. A painted sign swung above the main entrance, creaking against its iron brace:

The Curtain.

Men in doublets and worn cloaks crowded near the threshold, elbowing for space as two barefoot boys darted through the throng, hawking meat pies from baskets. Laughter and argument carried on the wind, mingling with the scent of boiled onions, rain-drenched wood, and horses.

Chloe stepped forward, eyes wide. “This is where they’re performing Shakespeare’s plays, right? Henry V? Romeo and Juliet? Much Ado About Nothing?”

Max nodded. “Some of the first performances, yes. The Lord Chamberlain’s Men—Shakespeare’s acting company—used The Curtain before the Globe was built.”

I felt my stomach drop, like it always did when Max had that look—the one that meant the real reason we were here was still waiting to ruin our day.

Chloe caught it too. “What is it?”

Max turned toward us slowly. “Romeo and Juliet—the manuscript’s gone missing. Stolen. Shakespeare’s manuscript. His own draft—his foul papers, handwritten, unpolished. They never survived to our time.”

Chloe’s breath caught. “You mean—someone took them before history lost them?”

Max’s jaw tightened. “Not someone from this century.”

I blinked. “Wait. You think it was someone... from ours?”

Max didn’t answer at first. But he met my eyes—and nodded once.

The street noise seemed to fade. A carriage thundered past, splashing gutter water against the wall. Chloe mouthed a silent wow.

“We’ve got three days,” Max said. “That’s when the next jump window opens. If we don’t get the manuscript back by then...”

He let the sentence trail off, but the silence said enough.
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THE TAVERN WAS DIM and rowdy, but we found a corner booth shielded by a wooden post and a dangling curtain of rough spun wool. A single candle sat between us, flickering shadows up the cracked plaster wall. Outside, horse hooves clacked on muddy cobbles, and the smell of roasted chestnuts fought a losing battle against sour ale and chimney smoke.

I leaned forward, elbows on the warped table. Chloe sat cross-legged on the bench, sipping something that might’ve once been cider. Max hadn’t touched his cup.

“You’re sure it was our tech?” I asked.

Max nodded, eyes sharp in the firelight. “The jump signature matched my early prototype. A low-power fold—barely stable—but enough for someone to punch through for a few minutes. In, out, fast.”

Chloe frowned. “So someone from our time built a machine like yours?”

“More like scavenged one,” Max said. “Or parts of one. My guess? Someone found my old sandbox code. A backup I thought I’d wiped. They patched it, calibrated it wrong—didn’t bother with location shielding—and popped right into 1599 like they were grabbing takeout.”

I winced. “And they took Romeo and Juliet?”

Max leaned in. “Not a copy. The manuscript. Shakespeare’s own, with corrections in the margins, ink smudges, the whole thing.”

Chloe blinked. “But... that never survived, right? No original copies?”

“Exactly,” Max said. “Yesterday the Bodleian node showed the autograph in place; this morning it’s gone from every register we can touch. In its slot there’s another Romeo and Juliet—same title, same hand—but the text is wrong. Scenes shifted, lines missing or new, endings bent. Think of a manuscript lost when the machine fries and the author rebuilds it from memory. It’s still Shakespeare—just not the play he meant.”

Chloe’s fingers tightened around her cup. “So the record—”

“—will start from the wrong seed if we leave it,” Max said. “Every surviving quarto will echo the rewrite, not the original. The longer it sits, the more everything downstream—editions, commentary, adaptations—bends to it.”

The air seemed to still.

“It’s not a paradox—yet,” he went on. “But if that manuscript doesn’t find its way back into the right hands, the ripple effects could start destabilizing everything around it.”

I sat back. “So what, theater history collapses?”

Max’s voice dropped. “Worse. What we know as Romeo and Juliet becomes the wrong version forever. Scholars get it wrong. Later adaptations shift. And when one thread gets tugged...”

“...the whole tapestry warps,” Chloe finished.

Max gave a single, grim nod.

I looked around the tavern. "So what now?"

Max pulled a folded sheet of vellum from inside his coat and laid it carefully between us. The candle’s flame bent with the movement, throwing long shadows across the warped table. As he unrolled the parchment, the air around us seemed to shift—like the room itself was leaning in.

Lines snaked across the page—erratic, angular, nothing like a street map. Symbols curled inward, spiraling toward a center mark that looked scorched into the surface rather than drawn. Three names sat in the margins, half-faded by time or intent. But it was the mark in the center that caught all our eyes: a timefold glyph, unmistakable, burned deep and still faintly glowing like embers tucked under ash.

Chloe leaned in, her brow furrowed. “Is that... a map?”

“Sort of,” Max said. His voice was tight, distracted. “It’s a recall tether. Barely holding.”

I blinked. “You mean like a... homing beacon?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Someone jumped—messy and fast—and left a signature behind. This parchment caught the pulse. It’s not stable, but it’s enough to trace the direction of the fold.”

He tapped the edge of the page with one finger. “Whoever stole the manuscript didn’t shield their exit. They left a scar in the fold. This glyph is what’s left of it.”

As if answering him, the mark pulsed—softly, a ripple of dim light that faded back to stillness.

Chloe’s voice dropped. “Max... is that supposed to happen?”

Max didn’t reply at first. Just stared at the parchment, then reached into his coat and pulled out a small brass disk etched with concentric rings. He held it near the parchment. The glyph pulsed again—stronger this time. The disk vibrated in his hand.

Max’s brow furrowed. “That’s not right.”

I leaned in. “What’s not?”

He didn’t look up. “The tether’s still active. It shouldn’t be. Not unless...”

His voice trailed off. Then he swore—quietly, but with weight.

Chloe’s eyes widened. “Max?”

“They didn’t make it back,” he said. “The jump failed. Whoever stole the manuscript—they’re still here. Still in London.”

The tavern noise seemed to dull around us, like someone had dropped a blanket over the room. My stomach turned.

I frowned. “How can you tell?”

Max tapped the parchment again. “The recall tether—it's reacting to proximity. If the thief had completed the jump, the trace would’ve faded. But this—” he held up the vibrating disk—“means they’re still nearby. A few streets, maybe even a few doors down. They jumped—but not cleanly. My guess is the fold collapsed before they could anchor.”

Chloe leaned back slowly. “So now they’re stuck here... with the manuscript?”

Max nodded. “And trying to fix whatever fried their rig before the next jump window opens. Which gives us a shot to find them. But only if we move fast.”

The glyph flared once more
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