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  Chapter 1 — Heat of the Unstable Dawn 


Impact comes first—a violence of bone and stone that wipes out all memory of the passage. Jake Parker hits his knees on the narrow lip of a Venetian bridge, palms braced against ancient limestone, the arch beneath him steep as a giant’s instep. The stone is cold and unyielding, and the shock jams every nerve from wrist to shoulder. A foot away, Emma coughs out the air in her lungs, rolling to one elbow, chin bloodied by the fall. The bridge, no wider than a parking meter and high above the canal, vibrates as if the city’s pulse is wired directly into its spine. 
For a second, Jake can’t breathe. Only the raw, glassy afterburn in his mouth and the hummingbird panic of his heart exist. Then: the Bridge. The device. Its black chassis is jammed beneath his ribs, humming a pure, uncanny note. He yanks it free. Self-diagnosis scrolls across the micro display in stuttering red:
Harmonic distortion 11.83e3. Timeline instability: CRITICAL.
Beneath that, the code flickers in recursive spasms, as if the device is gasping for air alongside him.
The heat hits next. Venice should be a watercolor of spring—fog-muted, damp, its edges washed in gray—but here the light is syrup and glare, poured gold flooding every crack and gutter. Sweat beads instantly on his forehead, dripping onto the Bridge’s glass, where it streaks through dust like hairline fractures. The air tastes of brine and ozone and something else—ash, maybe, or the sweet chemical rot of cheap carnival candy.
Emma staggers upright, one hand clamped over her mouth to stem the blood. She blinks twice, the reboot she always performs when she lands somewhere new, as if she can force her perception to recalibrate. When she looks at him, her eyes are wide and bright and not remotely afraid.
“I’m okay,” she says, spitting a clot into the canal. “Are you?”
He grins, ugly with relief. “Nothing vital broken.”
They scramble to the railing, backs pressed to the balustrade as the city resolves around them. The green-gold water below glows with a bioluminescent shimmer you’d expect in a lab, not an old-world canal. It licks hungrily at the bridge’s base, then falls away in pulses timed to the distant, off-kilter pealing of church bells. Every bell rings in a different rhythm, clashing like an orchestra tuning for the world’s end.
Above, the sky is a crisp, digital blue—so cloudless it feels rendered. The rooftops shimmer with heat, red tiles bending in mirage. The air is heavy with distant shouts and the slap of oars. On the far side of the bridge, a man in a dark velvet doublet lurches past, eyes sunken but intent, a gloved hand cupped over the knife at his belt. His shadow doesn’t track him; it follows half a pace behind, loyal as a dog. He never glances at them, but Jake marks the jawline, the tension in his stride. He’s seen that look in centuries where difference meant danger.
Jake’s brain—usually a well-oiled server farm—glitches on the anomalies: the bells, the shadows, the water’s physics. The Bridge stutters between error states, as if the reality around it is less a system than a virus. He checks the device again. The display now screams in red:
CRITICAL MASS NEAR ANCHOR. REBOOT OR RISK FUSION.
Emma senses his distress before he can hide it. She tugs his sleeve, voice low. “You see it too?”
He nods. “We’re not in regular Venice. Something’s—” He gropes for a metaphor that won’t make him sound unhinged. “There’s a harmonic echo. Everything’s a little behind. Or doubled.”
Emma looks past him at the canal, where a woman in dove-grey poles a skiff against the current. Her face is round and blank, almost featureless in the sun. When the boat passes under the bridge, its shadow splits in two, then knits itself back together, leaving a ripple like a glitch in the water. Emma shivers. “I hate this. It’s like the world’s lagging.”
He wants to comfort her, but his head is full of screaming alert protocols and his stomach feels carved hollow by hunger. He checks his watch—still set to Viking time. He forgot to reset it after the last jump. The hands spiral uselessly, caught in a feedback loop. He tries to remember the last time they ate. It can’t have been more than a day, but his gut claws at him, primal and insistent.
Emma’s stomach answers with a gurgle loud enough to make her wince. “Breakfast,” she says, “would fix at least three of my current problems.”
Jake snorts. “Name them.”
“One, I can’t think when I’m starving. Two, I don’t want to pass out and fall in the canal. Three—” She scans the facades. “—if anyone here is hunting us, I’d rather not die on an empty stomach.”
He scans the horizon, filing away threats. Sunlight glances off rooftops in angles that shouldn’t exist, geometry subtly wrong, Escher-esque but hiding it well. The air carries no sewage or river rot—only ozone and a faint, sick sweetness. Even the flies jitter along the stone rail with clockwork regularity, like automata wound too tight.
Down the canal, children play tag among the piers, their laughter doubled and warped. Their shadows lag so far behind that for a heartbeat each child is followed by a ghostly twin. Jake feels the hair rise on his arms. He glances at the device, then at Emma.
“We need to get off this bridge,” he says. “Find cover. Analyze.”
Emma doesn’t argue. She wipes her mouth, leaving a smear of blood, and gestures to the far end of the span. “There’s an alley. We can lose ourselves for a bit.”
As they move, the Bridge hums again—higher now, urgent—and Jake tucks it under his shirt, the heat branding his skin. Sweat trickles down his back. He pulls Emma close as they pass two pedestrians—older men in red-and-black livery, faces nearly identical except for the length of their sideburns. Their murmured conversation flickers with fragments of Latin and Italian, but Jake’s translation heuristics catch only one word: Stranieri. Strangers.
Jake has never been good at blending in. His height, his bone structure, his Americanness—they mark him as a mutant in any century. But he’s learned invisibility: eyes down, gait unremarkable, hands hidden. Emma, always more presence than person, shrinks herself to the size of his shadow. They reach the alley and slip inside, the drop in temperature like a benediction.
In the darkness, Jake leans against the wall and finally exhales. The device stutters through a cascade of self-repairs, its core heat almost burning. Emma watches him, chin tilted, and for a moment he sees the whole equation of her: bruised knees, dried blood, eyes hungry for something bigger than food.
“You good?” she asks.
He nods, then shakes his head. “Venice is a hot zone. The Anchor—” He taps the device. “—the whole city’s vibrating on the edge of a crash. If we stay, we get caught in the echo. Worst case, we become part of the next rewrite.”
Emma, usually all jokes and bravado, just says, “Then let’s not stay.”
He drags a hand through sweat-soaked hair. “First, calories. Then data. There’s a pattern here—I just need to see it.”
Emma tightens her scarf like armor. “Can you hack us a breakfast?”
Jake grins. “I can do better. I’ll hack us a way out.”
The words feel too brave, but she smiles anyway. It’s enough. He tucks the Bridge deeper into his jacket, grabs her hand, and together they slip into the sunbaked labyrinth, shadows trailing behind them like rumors.
The siblings disappear down the alley, the world behind them shuddering with latent instability. Above, the bells ring backward, and the canal’s pulse shifts from green to gold to something unnamed.
Neither of them looks back.
In the shadowed spaces of Venice, every second matters, and every move is already being watched.

      [image: ]The alley is narrower than Jake remembered alleys being. Its walls rise in a vertical trap of sweating brick, the mortar glistening as if freshly bled. The temperature barely drops; if anything, the air grows thicker, pressing in from above and below, a living weight. They crouch in the darkest wedge, backs to the wall, and for a minute neither of them speaks. Jake’s lungs refuse to slow their ragged draw, and his hands tremble on the Bridge, which pulses in his grip with the hot, anxious life of a caged animal.
He runs diagnostics by feel—thumb-swipe, palm-press, code patterns as familiar to his body as heartbeat. The micro display is a bad-news ticker: quantum error rates peaking, resonance events every ten seconds, Anchor instability off the chart. Jake does the math. Already, the harmonics have tripled since landing. They have less time than he thought.
Emma leans toward the alley’s mouth, careful to keep herself in shadow. Her fingers grip the stone so tightly her knuckles pale. Down on the water, the gold-green surface ripples in a way that can’t be mapped to wind or current. It moves with something like purpose—a breathing, or maybe a signal. Jake sees the way the hair lifts at the back of her neck, knows her whole body is one live wire of intuition.
She whispers, “You saw those kids, right? How their shadows lagged?”
Jake nods, pulling her back into the dark. “It’s a sync problem. The city’s out of phase. If we don’t find the Anchor—”
The word hangs between them, ugly and final. In every timeline, the Anchor is the point where reality gets rewritten. You can’t unpick it. You can only decide who holds the pen. Jake can feel it even now, humming in his molars, resonating in his gut.
“First,” Emma says, “we need food.”
She isn’t joking. Her hand shakes as she loosens the scarf and dabs the blood at her chin. Jake’s own stomach answers with a sharp, twisting ache. He’s never loved food—never even noticed it, back when life was screens and syntax—but here hunger is a living thing. It erodes him. It turns every second into a battle.
“Rations?” she asks.
He pats his jacket—empty. “Last packet’s in the pack, and the pack’s…”
They both look back toward the bridge, where they landed hard and left everything not bolted to their bodies. Jake calculates the risks: the alley is safe for now, but every second in the open is another chance to be seen. He can’t shake the memory of the man in velvet, his shadow trailing like a predator.
Emma sees it in his eyes. “We’ll improvise.”
She’s always been the adaptable one—the one who can shake off terror, or pain, or the fact that reality itself is melting. Jake admires it, envies it, but can’t mimic it. His world has always been code and control, not instinct and will.
“Let’s move,” he says. The Bridge is cooling, but its tremor has migrated up his arm, a ghost signal echoing in bone. He tucks it deep under his shirt, glancing both ways down the alley. “You lead. I’ll scan.”
The city on this side of the bridge is nothing like the postcard Venice he learned in textbooks. It’s denser, rawer, the architecture mashed together like teeth in a jaw too small for the mouth. Passageways dogleg and double back; nothing runs straight for more than twenty feet. At every turn, the bells roll over them, cycling through tones both familiar and uncanny. Once, a bell rings backward, the note climbing instead of falling, and Emma flinches so hard she nearly takes them both down.
They keep to the narrowest walks, the ones that don’t show sky. They pass a woman in a heavy, jewel-toned gown, lips painted black as a wound. She looks straight at Jake, eyes glittering with too much awareness, and he lowers his gaze, focusing instead on the way her shadow wraps around her like a second dress. Emma mutters, “Did you see that? Her shadow wasn’t hers.”
“Don’t look back,” he says. “Just keep going.”
Sweat burns down Jake’s spine; his mouth is so dry it hurts to swallow. The hunger has gone from background noise to all-consuming. Even Emma is lagging now, movements less catlike, more desperate. They duck under a low arch and stumble into a small square ringed with empty tables. There should be people here—drinkers, food sellers, the ordinary chaos of the city—but it’s empty as a memory.
On a table, someone has left a half-loaf of bread and a stoneware cup, untouched. Jake knows better than to trust gifts from a hostile system, but Emma is already on the bread, breaking it in half, sniffing for rot or poison.
“Smells clean,” she says. “Not like Viking bread. No bugs, no grit.”
He snatches it, scans the crust, then takes a bite. Dense, sour, but edible. The food cuts through his fatigue like a clean line. His hands steady. His vision sharpens. For a moment, he believes they might actually make it.
They eat in silence, alert to every sound. As they finish, the city’s rhythm shifts. The bells fall quiet, replaced by a faint, thumping pulse from below—like the heartbeat of the canal itself. Jake thinks of the Bridge’s diagnostics, the resonance events, and realizes the Anchor isn’t just here. It’s growing. Whatever lies beneath the city is about to surface.
Emma stands, scans the square, and points to a narrow lane running away from the water. “We move now. Find the source, stop the rewrite, and maybe we get home.”
Jake pockets the last bit of bread and checks the Bridge. For the first time since landing, the error lines stabilize—dangerous, but constant. He glances at Emma, reading the same readiness in her stance. They don’t need to speak; the chaos has already written their next steps.
They slip into the lane, moving with the caution of people who know every wall might be a last stand. The city feels it too—doors slam, shutters snap shut, a gull explodes off a rooftop with a scream half bird, half modem shriek. The world is watching them.
As they run, Jake feels the Bridge vibrate against his chest, the code inside almost alive, ready to burn itself out for a single chance at saving the day. He doesn’t know if he’s up to it, or if Emma can handle what waits at the Anchor. But he knows one thing: together, they’ve survived worse.
The alley narrows, then bursts onto a wide promenade, gold‑green water on both sides and the city’s heart beating straight ahead. Somewhere beyond, the workshop waits.
“We do this,” Emma says — not loud, not forceful, just certain.
Jake nods once. “We do this.”
Not as an echo, but as an agreement he’s already made.
And they run — side by side, into the heat, toward the point where everything bends.
The Bridge hums in Jake’s pocket, steady as a pulse, the alley behind them already collapsing into something that feels like legend rather than fear. Ahead, Venice stretches bright and menacing, a city sharpening itself on their approach, but neither of them slows.
They keep moving, not because they’re unafraid, but because the only direction left is forward — and they’ve chosen it.






  
  Chapter 2 — The City of Masks


By seven, the city is wide awake and already fevered. Jake and Emma push through a clot of bodies packed tight on a narrow street, the cobbles underfoot still sweating last night’s heat. Above, bells hammer the hour, but the strikes don’t land together—some double, some lag, spiraling outward until the whole city sounds like a concert trying to tune itself and failing. 
The siblings move shoulder to shoulder, heads lowered, bodies tuned to the crowd’s tempo. Every few steps, Jake’s hand goes to the Bridge, checking its pulse through his jacket. The device sits tight against his ribs, cool now but alive, its interface pinging silent alerts only he can feel. He studies the faces around them, marking the ones who linger too long, who walk with predator tension.
Emma’s read is different. She senses currents, not vectors. Her necklace—wired tight under her shirt—heats and cools in pulses, tracking changes she can’t name. The closer they get to the water, the more she feels the underlayer: market stalls being set up, laughter from fishmongers a shade too brittle, greetings that carry not welcome but hunger.
They round a corner and spill onto a canal bank barely wider than Jake’s outstretched arms. Water glimmers in the well between stone walls, but the surface isn’t right. Instead of rolling with wind, it pulses upward by inches, then collapses again, like someone breathing shallow beneath a silk sheet. Boats nudge each other with every swell; ropes go taut, then slack.
Emma tenses, grabs his arm. “That’s not a tide.”
He glances, nods. “Anchor’s under the city. It’s drawing power.”
People cluster at the edge, hauling baskets and crates from boats. A boy with a melted-candle face flings a rope to a woman above, missing by two feet; she curses him with a string of Italian Jake’s translation lag can’t untangle. Nearby, children run in circles, feet slapping stone, their shadows a half-step behind, mimicking only after the bodies move.
Emma’s hand goes to her scarf. She hunches, making herself smaller.
“Don’t,” Jake murmurs. “They’ll notice if you’re afraid.”
“I’m not afraid.” She isn’t. The pulse in her voice is closer to awe—or recognition. She watches the crowd, tracing lines between vendors, children, ancient men muttering over nothing at all.
A merchant calls, “Pesce fresco!” and slaps a gutted fish onto a table running with brine. The sound is sharp and clean, echoing off the canal. Emma’s mouth waters—not from hunger, but from memory: last spring, in the old world, cleaning fish in the yard, hands slippery and sweet with blood.
Jake sees her flinch and shifts the subject. “We need a vantage. Canal crossings every three hundred meters, but the Anchor’s got to be near the Basilica.”
He’s already plotting routes, choke points, fallback alleys. Emma only half-listens. Her attention is on a woman with a bundle of fabric balanced on her head. Dark dress, eyes hidden, moving with the stiffness of someone on surveillance, not errands. Emma shifts, keeping the woman in her peripheral vision.
Jake mutters, “See her?”
“Yeah.”
“She’s not the only one. Two more, up there.” He jerks his chin toward a balcony where two men stand with arms folded, silhouettes black against the rising sun.
Emma leans close. “They’re not working together.”
He looks at her, eyebrows raised.
She shrugs. “They’re scared of each other. That one on the balcony keeps checking the windows behind him. And the woman—she’s focused on the water, not us. Something’s moving in the canal.”
Jake doesn’t doubt her. She reads people the way he reads code. “You want to blend?”
“Always.”
They slide into the press at the market edge, matching the locals’ stutter-step rhythm: slow, burst, slow again. Emma scans the stalls with an actor’s curiosity—fingers tracing the rough edge of a basket, the silken rip of a scarf, the cold line of a knife on a fishmonger’s block. Every gesture is practice, muscle memory from other cities, other lives.
The necklace goes hot, then cold. She covers it with her hand. The sense is unmistakable: something is watching, from a distance, but not with eyes. A pressure. A frequency. A high whine only she can hear.
Across the canal, under the shadow of a stone bridge, a figure stands absolutely still. Masked—plague doctor, old world, black beak and glass lenses—cloak heavy and edged with silver. The crowd eddies around him, but no one bumps him or even seems to see him. His gaze never leaves them.
Emma’s hand tightens on Jake’s sleeve. “There.”
He follows her eyes. Registers the figure. His skin goes cold.
They don’t run. They don’t break stride. Instead, they angle down the bank toward a bakery where the air is thick with yeast and a line of women jostle for the day’s first loaves. They join the line, backs to the canal, letting the crowd hide them.
Jake keeps his voice low. “He’s not local. The mask is wrong for the era.”
“He’s not watching us,” Emma says, though she doesn’t quite believe it. Her heart thumps, breath sharp. “He’s waiting for something.”
Jake checks the Bridge. The display shows spikes, each higher than the last. “Anchor’s destabilizing the zone. People are glitching—look.”
She watches the crowd. At first, nothing. Then she sees it: the child with the double-shadow, the fishmonger whose hands blur at the edges, the vendor whose voice echoes after he stops speaking. The city is fraying.
Emma tucks her scarf tighter, forcing her breath slow. “What’s the play?”
“We find the Anchor. Reset the zone before we lose too much coherence.”
She nods, but her mind is on the necklace—and the way the masked man’s attention feels like a hook in her spine.
The bakery door opens. The line shuffles forward. Jake counts out coins—unfamiliar, but currency logic never changes. The baker, a woman with arms thick as thighs and darting eyes, slides a loaf toward them and mumbles a blessing that sours at the end.
Emma smiles, soft and real. “Grazie.”
The woman looks her dead in the eyes. For a second, the air hums with the threat of violence or confession. Then it passes. The bread is theirs.
Jake whispers, “We move at the hour. Masks change shifts then.”
Emma glances toward the bridge. The masked figure is gone, but she can still feel the echo of his focus, like a fingerprint on glass.
As they walk, the sun climbs and the city sweats. The canal rises, then drops. Shadows stutter. Somewhere, a bell rings backward.
Jake and Emma don’t talk, but every step is in sync.
They keep moving.

      [image: ]The bakery is a cave of heat, the air thick with a yeasty haze that clings to hair and skin. Jake ducks under the lintel first, Emma close behind, both taking a split second to check for exits before blending into the cluster of bodies queued inside. The door swings shut, and the outside noise—the bells, the market shouts, the pulse of water—falls away, replaced by the scrape of a wooden paddle and the low, nervous chatter of the room.
Behind the counter, the baker works with an efficiency that borders on hostility. Her arms are bare, roped with muscle, every motion stamped with finality: knead, cut, slap, dust. Her face is older than her hair suggests, and her eyes flick from customer to customer like she’s anticipating trouble before it happens.
Jake edges forward in line, studying the space. The oven at the back exhales heat with every batch. Shelves groan under loaves—some oval and pale as moons, others dense and black, crusts split with burn marks. Two glass jugs of water sweat on a table near the window.
Emma focuses on the people. Three middle-aged women stand together with baskets at their hips, whispering in a huddle that only fractures when the baker slaps another loaf on the counter. They glance at the siblings—once, twice—then close ranks again. At the end of the counter, a boy sits cross-legged on the floor, arms wrapped around his knees, staring up with a gaze empty of everything but appetite.
The baker barks, “Next,” and Jake steps forward, shoulders squared.
She looks him over, then Emma. Her mouth pulls into a line. “Tourists?”
Jake doesn’t answer. He pushes coins across the counter. “Bread. Water. And a—” He scans the sweets behind the glass, makes a quick choice. “Frittelle, if you have any left.”
She wipes her hands on a towel that’s seen too much use. The coins sit on the wood for a beat, unacknowledged, as if she’s weighing the risk of accepting them. When she does, it’s with a quick, practiced scoop.
Emma stands still, hands visible, face open. She senses the weight of the room: the way the women have stopped talking, the boy’s wide stare, the ripple of suspicion that follows every unfamiliar move. She notes how the other customers grip their baskets—white-knuckled, close to the chest—and how nobody looks at the oven for long. Even the scent of baking, normally comforting, carries something sharp beneath the sweetness.
A loaf is shoved across, wrapped in paper that crackles loud in the hush. Jake tucks it into his jacket, then gestures at the water. The baker jerks her chin. “Jug’s for customers. Take what you need.”
He fills a small cup and passes it to Emma first. She drinks, watching the window. Outside, the morning crowd flows past, but her focus is on the gaps: where pedestrians veer away from the canal, where clusters dissolve whenever a city official—red sash, black gloves—moves through. She searches for the masked man. She doesn’t see him, but she feels him, like a cold draft under the door.
Jake leans in, voice barely audible. “We need patterns. Schedules. Places people expect to see us. Otherwise we stick out.”
Emma nods. “You think he’ll come here?”
“Not today. But they’ll start tracking our routines.”
She glances at the baker, who’s serving the next woman but still has an ear cocked their direction.
Emma lowers her voice. “Everyone in this city is afraid, but nobody agrees what they’re afraid of.”
Jake runs a thumb along the Bridge under his jacket. “That’s what happens when a timeline fractures.”
Emma almost smiles. “Consensus reality,” she repeats, like the phrase itself is a luxury.
The boy on the floor glances up at her, and for a second she sees the real Venice—hungry, bright, full of hope and rot at the same time. Then the moment passes, and he goes back to tracking the baker’s hands.
The door opens again. A woman in a pale dress enters, eyes darting. She surveys the shop, lands on the siblings, then looks away with deliberate slowness. A signal, or a warning, or both.
Jake logs it the way he logs any threat: note, file, move on.
The baker pushes another loaf across the counter, this one smaller, dusted with powdered sugar. “For the girl,” she says, eyes hard, voice even.
Emma takes it, nods thanks, but senses the double edge—kindness, or a bribe to be gone faster.
They finish the water, gather their purchases, and head for the door. Emma catches her reflection in the glass: flushed face, wild hair, scarf hiding nothing. She tugs it tighter. The necklace goes hot against her chest. She covers it with her palm, feeling the faint tremor—the world’s instability translated into her own heartbeat.
The bakery is only a temporary sanctuary. Outside, the bells have stopped, replaced by the hum of a city ramping up—or coming apart. Jake opens the door. Emma follows, bread clutched close, the pulse of her necklace steady and insistent.
They step back into the street, and the city swallows them.
Emma doesn’t look back, but she knows the baker is watching, knows the boy on the floor is hungry for more than bread, knows the woman in the pale dress has already forgotten them, or pretended to.
The morning sun is high now, casting shadows that lag and bend around corners. Jake sets their pace—careful, but not too careful—and Emma falls in beside him, matching his steps.
They don’t speak again until the bakery is a rumor behind them, and even then it’s not with words but with the way their bodies shift, always in sync, always ready to run.






  
  Chapter 3 — Echoes Beneath the Stone


The bridge is nothing like the ones in Jake’s memory—no gentle tourist stroll, no soft camber underfoot. This one is a vertebra arch, steep and narrow, the balustrade worn raw by centuries of palms. He kneels at the summit, hands pressed flat to the stone as the Bridge device—his Bridge, the only one that matters—throws a frantic red beneath his jacket. Every line of code on the micro display reads like a scream, but Jake tunes it out, bracing for the next pulse. 
The city’s heat is absolute, pouring down from above with intent. It smothers everything: the cold sweat on his forehead, the dust clinging to the nape of his neck, even the sweet rot still thick in the canal’s haze. His lungs burn. Every movement grinds grit into his skin. He wipes one hand on his thigh and sees fine white powder come away like old bone.
Behind him, Emma crouches, one foot perched on the bridge’s low ledge. Her face is flushed, freckles dark against the sunburn, but her focus holds tight and exact. Jake doesn’t need to turn to know her necklace is lighting up again, another pulse through the cotton of her shirt, each beat mapped to the vibration in the stone. The rhythm isn’t random. It’s a code—one Jake’s body recognizes before his brain does.
He shifts his palm, feeling for the tremor. It isn’t seismic. Not even mechanical. It’s subtler: a micro-hum threaded through the calcium of the bridge. The more attention he gives it, the clearer it becomes, building toward a pattern so regular he can almost predict the intervals. He thumbs the Bridge device, coaxing it into diagnostic mode. The display answers with a graph of harmonic distortion: spikes every 1.72 seconds, each one growing.
Jake swears under his breath. He tries to calculate the risk, but the numbers are garbage—nothing about this place obeys the math he trusts. He glances back at Emma, who is tracing her fingertips along the edge of the balustrade, watching the stone with the focus of a scientist and the dread of someone who has seen things break beyond repair.
She catches him looking. “It’s hot,” she says. “But not like the sun. The stone itself is… wrong.” She moves her hand, and he sees it: the glimmer, the ripple of limestone beneath her touch, as if the surface is part water, part mirror. “Jake, look.”
He does, and for a second it feels like vertigo. The bridge is both here and not here: at one angle, solid; at the next, a suggestion, the outline of mass without weight. Jake blinks hard, fighting the urge to pull away.
He checks the Bridge again, angling the device so Emma can see the diagnostics. “You see these intervals?” he says, voice clipped. “This isn’t just an energy leak. It’s a fault line.”
Emma leans closer. “A temporal fault?”
“Maybe.” He lets the thought form more slowly this time. “Or something feeding through the infrastructure. The bridges, the buildings… I don’t know. But it’s traveling.”
Emma swallows. The necklace pulses brighter, casting a thin arc of light beneath her chin. “So we’re standing on it.”
He almost laughs, but it comes out as a cough. “Yeah.”
They both hear it then—a distant shout, carried by the canal and the geometry of the bridges. Below, a long boat cuts through the water at speed, its oars slicing with practiced rhythm until, all at once, the cadence fails. The hull lurches sideways, nearly broadsiding the mossy stone. Oars tangle. A man at the prow loses his balance, arms windmilling before he pitches into the water.
The canal’s surface, which should ripple with the clean logic of fluid dynamics, convulses in a slow pulse, too regular, too deliberate. The shock throws smaller boats into the banks, sloshes water up the walls in clean lines. Jake feels the bridge vibrate with each thump, as if it’s answering the city below.
Emma draws back, gaze fixed on the chaos. “Is that us?” she asks, meaning: did we cause that, or is it just what the world does now?
Jake checks the Bridge. “It’s all connected,” he says. “We’re just the latest thing to hit it.” He feels the old urge to map it, to predict the next failure point, but the data is corrupted by the scale of the anomaly. “If that’s the Anchor’s signature, we need to move before it shifts again.”
Emma doesn’t need telling twice. She shoulders her pack, hands braced on the lip of the balustrade, waiting for his lead.
Jake tucks the Bridge tight to his ribs, then rises, knees stinging where ancient grit has cut through the denim. He resists the urge to check the street behind them—there’s always a watcher, always someone noticing in these rewrites—and instead focuses on the symmetry of the bridges ahead, the way their shadows stripe the water.
He gestures for Emma to follow. Together, they sprint the remaining length of the bridge, each footfall matching the underlying pulse. At the far end, they duck into an arched entryway, letting the stone close around them.
Inside, the air is cooler, but not by much. Jake leans back, pulse hammering unevenly against his chest, and lets the device run its automated analysis. Emma watches the canal, eyes sharp, body already shifting to meet whatever comes next.
He looks at her, then the readout, then back at her. “This isn’t staying in one place,” he says, thinking aloud. “Whatever’s happening, it’s moving through the city.”
Emma’s face stills for a second, then she nods. “Venice is carrying it.”
“Yeah,” he says.
On the canal, the chaos settles. The boatman hauls himself back into his craft, wringing out his sleeves while his passengers argue, their words carrying just enough to suggest escalation. Jake listens, but doesn’t catch the words—only the pattern, the way the argument loops. The Bridge registers it as a spike, then a drop, then nothing.
He checks Emma. She’s watching the bridge they just crossed, hands tightening and loosening with nervous energy.
Jake says, “We’re not the only ones mapping this.”
She says, “Someone’s watching.”
He doesn’t argue.
Above them, the sun drives down, steady and relentless. Heat rolls off the stone walls, almost tangible. Jake wipes his brow, feeling the crust of sweat and stone dust, and tries to imagine how many more times they’ll have to cross and recross this city, each step a risk, each turn a potential rewrite.
Emma says, quietly, “We need to find the next junction.”
He nods. “But first, we hide.”
She slips her hand into his, and together they press into the darkness.
The Bridge, nestled between them, flashes a single word: PROCEED.
They do.

      [image: ]For three minutes and twenty-four seconds, the only thing Jake can hear is his own pulse and the dry rasp of Emma’s breathing. The city has gone strangely silent, as if even the sun has paused, and the air inside the archway carries the leftover shock of the bridge incident. He waits, counting down the interval until the next pulse. When it comes, it’s a low, subsonic knock that shivers the glass in the window above their heads.
They both flinch, but neither moves.
Below, on the canal, the boatman is still trying to regain control. His vessel—some hybrid between cargo barge and passenger skiff—is nose-deep in the muck at the canal’s edge, and the passengers, all men in the livery of minor officials, are soaked to the knee. One man hauls himself up the embankment, shaking his fist at the water, while the others shout at the boatman, who responds in a dialect so thick it sends Jake’s Bridge device cycling through multiple translations before dropping the attempt.
Jake does his own translation. “He’s blaming the city,” he mutters.
Emma squints at the scene, eyes narrowed against the reflected glare. “Is he wrong?”
Before Jake can answer, another surge hits. Not exactly a wave—more like the entire canal lifts and drops once, with the steady motion of a piston. The boatman curses, then leans his full weight into the oar, face pale and set. This time, when the water rises, it throws a clean arc of spray over the bridge. Jake pulls Emma back, but not fast enough. The water hits their faces, salt and silt burning in their eyes, soaking them through.
Emma’s hair clings to her cheeks, streaked with dust and canal grime. Her scarf hangs heavy, trailing a line of dirty water down her arm. She spits, then gives a short, disbelieving laugh. “Great. Now we really stand out.”
Jake wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. The Bridge, shielded under his jacket, is still running hot, its display locked on a rising error log. He toggles diagnostics, scanning raw output: water levels, temperature, micro-resonances in the infrastructure. Everything keeps pointing the same direction.
“The water’s tied in,” he says, voice low. “It’s not random. It’s synced.”
Emma wrings out her scarf. “Like the city’s carrying it.”
Jake glances at her, then back to the data. “If it can hit this hard, we have to assume it can localize force. Flood a district. Drop a bridge. Trap us.”
He peeks around the edge of the archway. The boatman has regained control, rowing in uneven bursts, shoulders tight, gaze flicking upward every time he passes under a bridge. When he finally looks up and locks eyes with Jake, there’s no curiosity—only blame.
Jake ducks back, pulling Emma deeper into the shadow. “We’re drawing attention,” he says. “Not just from the city. From everyone in it.”
Emma presses a hand to her cheek. The necklace burns against her skin now, the pulse strong enough to feel in her throat. “We look like we just got dragged through the canal,” she says. “Because we did.”
Jake wipes his forehead again, then checks their clothes. Jackets streaked with dust and algae. Shoes leaving wet prints. “We need to blend in,” he says. “Or at least reset.”
He scans the street. “There’s a public fountain two blocks from here. If it’s still running, we clean up there.”
Emma gives a faint smile, undercut by the dirt on her face. “If we’re lucky.”
She glances at the window above them. “And if no one’s waiting.”
Jake checks the Bridge again. The spikes are less violent, but the trend is clear. The Anchor is tightening its range—pulses sharper, closer together. If they’re going to stay ahead of it, they have to move now.
“Ready?” he asks.
She squares her shoulders. “Always.”
They step out, crossing the narrow lane with the hunched posture of locals avoiding the sun. Heat reflects off the stone in steady waves. People glance up as they pass—a group of children, two men playing cards—but no one stops them. The looks are enough: strangers, soaked and out of place.

      [image: ]The square around the fountain holds its own pocket of cool, a trick of airflow and geometry that leaves the world outside in blinding contrast. Jake breathes easier here. His shirt is still wet from the canal, but the air under the arches is gentle, and the heat no longer weighs on him like punishment.
The lion’s-head spout is ancient and scarred, its mouth greened with mineral crust, but the water runs clear and cold. Jake stares into the basin as he waits for the Bridge to finish its scan. The marble is veined with blue and ochre, cracks spidering outward from the center. Overlaid atop this—barely visible unless you’re searching—are carved lines: circles, radii, loops nested within loops, all converging at the deepest part of the bowl.
Jake traces them with his thumb. The motif is wrong for this era, more technical diagram than artisan flourish. It matches the patterns etched into the bridge stone, and it echoes the pulse mapped in the device’s buffer.
Emma is quiet, face turned toward the sunlit edge of the square. She dabs at the cut on her cheek, winces, then rinses her hands again. The necklace around her throat is inert until she touches the fountain rim. At the point of contact, it jumps—one clean, sharp pulse that makes her draw back with a hiss. She glances at Jake, eyes wide.
He already knows. “It’s not just the bridges,” he murmurs. “The whole city’s tuned to it.”
Emma nods, breath steadying. “So we’re not just in the blast radius.”
Jake refreshes the overlay. The grid blooms across the screen: every bridge a nerve, every square a node, all feeding into a deeper structure beneath San Marco. He wants to say it’s impossible, but the evidence is everywhere—encoded in water, stone, even in the way the heat rises and falls with the Anchor’s pulse.
He leans back against the marble. “Somebody designed this,” he says, the weight of it settling on him. “Hundreds of years before the math existed. Or maybe it’s older. Maybe they just kept rebuilding the same pattern.”
Emma slides next to him, knees drawn up, arms looped around her shins. She stares at the basin, at the way the lines funnel everything down to the center, where the water spins in a tight, perfect vortex.
“It’s a trap, isn’t it?” she says. “Not just for us. For everyone.”
Jake shrugs, a hollow smile flickering. “Depends what you mean by trap. Could be a defense mechanism. Could be a bomb.”
The Bridge vibrates softly. The scan is done. The signature is strongest at the fountain—far stronger than surface area should allow. A note in the OS reads: POSSIBLE ANOMALOUS NODE. Jake almost laughs.
Emma wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, then tilts her head. “You hungry?” she asks. “I’m starving.”
He realizes he’s been ignoring the ache so long it’s gone numb. “Yeah. But we can’t stay here.”
She stands, shakes water from her hands, then helps him up. The cut on her cheek is already scabbing, but the whole side of her face is red where the necklace burned her.
Jake offers his sleeve. She wipes the grit away, leaving a streak of blood on the fabric.
They step from the shadowed arch into the white heat of the square. The city is louder now—the bells have started again, ringing in disharmony, half a dozen churches sounding off at random, as if trying to drown out any attempt at order. Jake listens, but all he hears is the persistent interval of the Anchor, overlaying everything like a time code in a corrupted file.
He points up the street. “Market’s that way. We grab food, find a new vantage, start mapping the other nodes.”
Emma nods, grabs his hand, and pulls him into motion. “We should eat something sweet,” she says, “while we still can.”
They move fast, heads down. The crowd has shifted—angrier, more on edge—and every bridge they cross thrums through Jake’s shoes. For the first time, he wonders if the city could collapse not just physically, but the way code fails: one bug, one overflow, and everything goes dark.
At the market, the stalls are crowded but nobody pays them much attention. Jake buys a fist-sized pastry filled with candied orange peel; Emma gets two hard rolls. They stand at the edge of the square, chewing in silence, eyes on the clock tower.
When Emma finally speaks, it’s so quiet he almost misses it. “Do you think we’ll ever get back? I mean… for real.”
Jake thinks about the odds, the margin for error, the way every plan has come down to blind luck and borrowed time. He won’t lie to her.
“I don’t know,” he says. “But if anyone can, it’s us.”
Emma smiles—the first real one since they landed. “I’ll take that.”
They finish the food and start moving again, tracing the grid, following the pulse. The Bridge guides them, but so does instinct. For every person who stares, a dozen ignore them. The city flexes around their passage, both resisting and accommodating, a system aware of its own instability.
As they cross another bridge—ancient, sagging in the middle—Jake feels the resonance peak, a low hum matching the rush of blood in his ears. He glances at Emma. She nods: yes, she feels it too.
“We’re getting closer,” he says.
“To what?” she asks.
He considers. “Whatever the city doesn’t want us to see.”
She laughs—high, wild—and the sound carries down the canal, echoing off the water. For a moment, Jake forgets the danger, the hunger, even the heat. There’s only the two of them, the thrill of the chase, and the promise of an answer at the end of the line.
They cross the final span into the shadows of San Marco, Emma’s necklace pulsing like a beacon, the Bridge alive in his hand, both tuned to the frequency of the world.






  
  Chapter 4 — Murano’s Burning Glass


Venice at midday is a fever. Light crashes down and rebounds off the flagstones, the city trying to outshine itself, to wash memory and direction in raw wattage. Every breath is salt and stone with a faint metallic edge, as if something unseen is arcing just out of sight. 
Jake Parker and his sister are carried forward by the press of bodies funneling through Campo San Polo, where the Rialto Market surges in a crush of sweat, money, and too-ripe produce. Jake is still thinking about the grid of bridges, the resonance lines etched into the city’s bones, but physical needs have taken over. His shirt, stiff with dried sweat, clings again in new patterns. His hands are scraped raw from limestone, his shoes still waterlogged and caked with mud, but the hunger overrides all of it.
Emma moves ahead, weaving through fishmongers and fruit sellers with movement shaped by habit, visible when she chooses, gone when she doesn’t. The cut on her cheek, no longer tended, has sealed into a rusty line. Her hair is knotted up, exposing her neck to the sun, and her attention is constant: counting, mapping, anticipating.
They pass a cheese stall. Emma slows, then doubles back, eyes fixed on a small, dense round of something pale and pungent. The man behind the table is ancient, hunched, his apron the color of old teeth. He sees them and straightens, the shift enough for Jake to know he’s already marked them as outsiders.
“Formaggio,” Emma says, voice flattened. She points, adds, “Due,” then gestures toward a stack of dried figs.
The vendor says nothing. He lifts the wheel, weighs it, then splits it cleanly with a wire. The figs he wraps in waxed paper, handing both over with the care of a verdict. His gaze flicks from Emma to Jake once, then away, as if holding it a second longer might reveal something he’d rather not see.
Jake digs into his jacket for the pouch of local coins. He’s counted it three times since dawn, and each time the total shrinks—food here is expensive, and what they carried from the last timeline might last two days, three at most. He pays, a little extra for silence. The vendor nods once, already turning away.
They step out of the press and into a narrow strip of shade between stalls. Emma scans the perimeter, then chooses a spot where wind cuts down a side street, buying them a few degrees of relief. Jake crouches, back to the wall, the Bridge device hidden under his thigh. Emma breaks the cheese into chunks, hands him one, then divides the figs.
The first bite hits sharp and milky, almost alive. Jake devours it, barely chewing, then takes a fig, dense sweetness sticking to his teeth. He washes it down with warm water from his pack. It tastes like everything it’s touched—plastic, stone, his own hands—but it steadies him. Sugar and salt flare behind his eyes.
Emma eats slower, taking small bites, each one gone before the next. She keeps the food cupped in her palm, shielded, like something that might be taken. It reminds Jake of birds back home, always a fraction from flight.
Jake lets the quiet settle. He brings the Bridge into his lap, shielded by his knee, and flips it to diagnostics. The display stutters through interference bands, thermal spikes, distortion curves that refuse baseline. The math breaks in three separate ways, and that, more than the heat or hunger or the ache in his calves, unsettles him most.
“Eat,” Emma says, gesturing to the untouched cheese in his hand.
He does, tearing off another piece. The rest he pockets, then glances at her. “How’s the necklace?”
She taps it beneath her shirt. “Quieter. But when I look at the water—” She trails off, shrugs. “It hums. Not just when I touch it. Sometimes if I focus too long, I feel it in my throat.”
Jake turns that over. He wants to blame heat or hunger, but the data doesn’t support it. He scans the crowd—no one watching directly—but a man in a plum velvet tunic studies a melon a little too carefully, ears angled toward them. Jake logs it: witness, possible tail.
He lowers his voice. “We’re not the only outliers. I’ve clocked at least three watchers. The cheese vendor marked us as foreign, but didn’t raise anything. Maybe he’s seen worse.”
Emma leans closer, voice barely there. “Markets swallow people. Turn them into background. But sometimes they don’t let you leave.”
Jake smiles, thin and brittle. “Mom, or you?”
“Both.” She tears a strip of fig, chews, then watches a cluster of nuns pass. “You notice no one’s in a hurry? They move like they’re waiting.”
Jake wipes sweat from his brow, checks the Bridge again. The error log stacks with environmental cross-talk, as if the city itself is radiating interference. He marks a note—grid active, data persisting beyond expected intervals—then closes the device.
They eat while the crowd turns around them, never close enough, never gone. Emma watches a stray dog drinking from a cracked bowl near the edge of the plaza. She nods toward it. “Smart dog. Knows where to drink, and when.”
Jake laughs, and the sound comes out louder than intended. “I need that.”
She stands, stretches, offers him half a fig. “You already run on algorithms.”
He grins, pockets it, then scans the skyline. The heat intensifies, edges beginning to soften. Sunlight ricochets from glass to stone to Emma’s face.
Emma tilts her head, points northeast, where rooftops lean at improbable angles. “You see that?”
He follows her finger. The haze above the roofs glows gold, but there’s a band—fifty meters wide—where the air shimmers and pulses, like clear water stretched between unseen hands.
“What do you make of it?”
Emma squints, working it through. “It’s like the light’s getting filtered.” A glance. “You think that’s the Anchor?”
Jake checks the Bridge, then the map in his head. “If it’s not, it’s close. Whatever’s driving that distortion is off the charts.” He glances back—the vendor gone under a knot of schoolboys, the velvet man no longer in sight. “We finish here, then head for the islands.”
“Murano,” Emma says.
“Yeah. Everything converges there.”
She nods, adjusts her scarf, shoulders her pack. “Let’s go.”
Jake stands, brushes crumbs from his lap, tucks the Bridge away. The world tilts briefly, then steadies. Emma is already moving, the scab on her cheek stark against sunburn.
He follows. Their steps fall into rhythm, the crowd parting around them like water.
The market falls away behind them. They walk north, into the light.

      [image: ]The walk north is a crucible. The farther they go from the market, the narrower the alleys become, as if the city is actively working to bottleneck them, to squeeze out any margin for error. The air doesn’t move, and the light blurs the line between wall and street, reducing everything to gradients of heat and shadow.
Jake and Emma keep to the shaded side, which shrinks with every block as the sun arcs higher. The old city is a labyrinth, and the street plan seems optimized for confusion: each alley doglegs left, then right, then opens abruptly onto a dead-end plaza, only to reveal a hidden staircase curling back to the canals. Jake tries to chart it mentally, but every turn is a regression, every shortcut a closed loop. It’s like navigating a software stack built by an enemy who hates documentation.
The first bridge they cross is low, the stone parapet barely knee-high. The canal below is empty of boats, its surface slick with a membrane of green algae. Jake feels the bridge vibrate under his foot—once, then again, a steady pulse that syncs perfectly with the numbers scrolling across the Bridge’s display.
He stops, logs the anomaly, then glances at Emma. She is watching her own feet, tracking the way her shadow stutters—delayed, almost embarrassed to be seen. When she walks, it trails behind by a full half-step, as if the city is trying to misalign her from herself.
“You see it?” he asks.
She doesn’t look up. “Yeah. Every time we cross water, the lag gets worse.”
He nods, sweating into the screen, then wipes a thumbprint off the Bridge’s microdisplay. Condensation forms instantly, as if the device is straining to hold the world together. He enters a note for later: shadow phase, worse at crossings.
The next block is worse—heat pooled so thick under the overhangs that Jake can feel it layering in his sinuses, lining his throat with an ache he remembers only from fever dreams. Emma wipes her face with the back of her hand, then flicks the sweat away with a quick, practiced motion. She’s stopped talking. All her energy is going into forward motion.
They reach another canal—this one broader, with three bridges in quick succession. Each crossing lands with a new, more intense resonance, the Bridge device vibrating harder against Jake’s ribs. At the apex of the second span, Emma staggers, then braces herself on the railing. Her hand leaves a print in the dust, and the print remains even after she pulls away.
Jake stops beside her, using his body to block the view from the few pedestrians on the far shore. “You good?” he asks, the words barely audible above the echoing reverb of the water below.
She breathes in, then out. “It’s just… so loud,” she whispers, and taps the necklace through her shirt. “I can hear every ripple.”
He looks down. The water isn’t flat—it pulses, as if something is breathing just beneath the surface, exhaling with every tick of the Bridge’s interval. At the edge, where a clump of reeds should be still, he sees them flex in time with the pulse.
“Almost there,” he says, but the encouragement rings hollow.
Two more blocks, and the heat triples. The sunlight has migrated from yellow to white, then to an almost blue-hot glare that makes the world look hyperreal, like a rendering with the contrast pushed too far. Jake’s arms are streaked with sweat and dust. His pulse hammers behind his ears. He knows they need to stop, but stalling out in the open is a worse risk than dehydration.
Emma slows. “We need water,” she says.
Jake checks the map—there’s a public well at the next square. They head for it, Jake’s shoes slapping the stone, the sound more muted than it should be. The city is quieter here; even the gulls seem to have abandoned the rooftops.
The well is a stubby cylinder, capped with a rusted grate. Emma kneels and pours water from her bottle into the cap, then drinks. She hands it to Jake, who does the same, then pours a trickle over his hair, which steams almost instantly in the heat.
He tries to focus on the Bridge, but the display is so fogged he can barely read it. He wipes the screen, then toggles to the heat map. The core anomaly isn’t just at Murano—it radiates outward, each bridge and canal acting as a waveguide, funneling the energy toward a choke point. The whole city is working the same direction.
Jake tilts his head, watching the way the air over the street shimmers. There’s a gold thread in the haze, running parallel to the ground, sometimes splitting, sometimes merging. He points it out to Emma, who nods, then gets to her feet.
“I think it’s a beacon,” she says. “Or a fence. Either way, we’re supposed to cross it.”
Jake grins, then coughs. “Let’s not keep the city waiting.”
They cut down the last alley, so tight Jake has to turn sideways at one point to get through. He hears voices ahead—men arguing, a kid shrieking with laughter—but the sound is distorted, echoing off the walls in a way that makes distance impossible to judge. At the end of the lane is the final bridge to Murano, a double-arched span with lion statues at each gate.
As they reach it, Emma stops cold. Jake follows her gaze and sees that the bridge is empty. No traffic, no pedestrians, not even the usual pigeons. The only thing moving is the water, rising and falling in slow, deliberate pulses, each one matched to the Bridge’s own vibration.
Jake pulls the device from his jacket, shielding it from the sun, and starts a diagnostic. The numbers are off the scale—the Anchor’s hum is so strong the device can barely keep up. He sets it to record, then tucks it away.
Emma’s hand finds his. Her grip is cold, even in this heat.
“You ready?” she says.
He nods, then leads the way onto the bridge.
The first step is normal—stone, hot and dry underfoot. But halfway across, everything changes: sunlight fractures, the air turns thick and slow, and even the sounds from the street behind them mute out, replaced by a heavy, underwater silence. The bridge isn’t just a span; it’s a boundary, and once they cross, they’re in a different world.
Jake’s skin tingles, hairs lifting even through the sweat. The Bridge in his pocket hums, and for a second he can see the golden grid overlaying the city, every bridge and tower and canal pulsing in time. He glances at Emma, who’s gone pale but is still moving, her eyes fixed on the far side.
They hit the midpoint, and the air is so dense Jake can barely breathe. He forces himself forward, step after step, and the only thing that keeps him moving is Emma’s hand, still anchored to his.
At the far end, they break through like swimmers surfacing from a deep dive. The world snaps back to normal—almost normal. The heat is still brutal, but the colors are different now, the sky a harder blue, the water below a clear, almost metallic green. Everything feels sharper, more present, but also impossibly fragile.
They pause, hands braced on their knees, breathing hard.
“Murano,” Jake says, and the word lands like a marker.
Emma stands, shakes out her arms, and looks back at the bridge. The span is empty behind them, but she can see the golden shimmer arcing over it, a threshold marking their passage.
“Think it’s safe?” she asks.
He laughs, short and bitter. “Define safe.”
They start forward, bodies moving together, the city already reshaping itself around their presence. Every step into Murano is a risk, but the plan is clear: find the source, decode the Anchor, survive.
The rest will have to wait.

      [image: ]The Murano glassworks is a cathedral of noise and heat, every window ablaze with reflected sun or the deeper, angrier glow of the furnaces inside. The air is sharp with ash and floating grit, a warning that the next breath will hurt. Jake leads Emma through the outer yard, where workers dump slag and sort the fractured rejects from the night’s run, and the only rule is to keep moving or be knocked aside by a cart or a man with a temper.
The main doors stand open, a rectangle of shimmering brightness. From the threshold, the world inside looks like the interior of a volcano: crucibles spill molten glass into troughs, teams of shirtless men and boys whip rods and tongs in and out of the fire with the rigor of dancers locked into fatal timing. Each motion leaves a trail in the air, a ghost of movement painted by sweat and reflected light.
Jake feels the Bridge begin to vibrate as they enter—first a tickle against his hip, then a steady, resonant hum that tells him the Anchor’s energy is at its peak. He glances at Emma; her face has gone pale around the edges, but she’s still moving, the muscles in her jaw bunching and releasing with each step. She touches the necklace once, as if checking it hasn’t fused to her skin.
They skirt the perimeter, hugging the wall where the heat is least murderous, and watch the spectacle unfold. Jake counts six workstations, each with a senior master and three or four apprentices. The hierarchy is visible in how little the masters need to move—a flick of the wrist, a glance—and the others scramble to anticipate, keep pace, avoid error.
Emma points. “Look at the lens table,” she says, low and tight. “They’re cutting glass thinner than paper.”
Jake squints, then sees it: at the far end, a glassworker with the body of a broken scarecrow is spinning an orb on a foot-pedaled lathe. The glass is clear, impossibly so, and as it catches the light it throws a spectrum that shouldn’t exist, haloed in a way that raises the hair on Jake’s arms.
He flips the Bridge to scan mode, holding it low against his thigh. The readings are wild: energy spikes every thirty seconds, each one coinciding with the moment the lens is finished, cooled, then passed to a waiting runner, who carries it with both hands through a side door and out of sight.
They watch, and after three repetitions Jake whispers, “They’re making optics. Accuracy at a level centuries ahead of the tech that should exist.”
Emma doesn’t answer—she’s gone rigid, her attention locked on the table. Jake follows her line of sight and sees why: one of the apprentices has dropped a cooling flask. It shatters, and for an instant the shards align, reflecting the overhead light in a net of sharp lines, geometric enough to make Jake think of code. The master steps forward, says nothing, but the look he gives the apprentice is enough to lock the room for a beat. Then the boy kneels, scoops the shards with bare hands, blood bright against the glass, and the world resumes its rhythm.
They linger on the edge, invisible for a few more minutes, until a man in a sleeveless doublet—his arms crosshatched with burn scars—turns from his work and fixes them with a look. He’s older, but his eyes are bright and hard, and Jake knows at once this is the Maestro: Giacomo Soranzo, the name the Bridge surfaced before they landed in this timeline.
The Maestro approaches, slow but deliberate, as if measuring their reaction to every footstep. His face is long and elegant, the nose hawkish, the mouth surprisingly generous. When he speaks, it’s with a softness that belies the room’s volume.
“Visitors,” he says. The accent is Venetian, but the consonants are clipped, almost Germanic. “You’re not from the glassmakers’ guild. What is your purpose in my house?”
Jake lets Emma answer. She bows her head slightly, adopting the formal tone she’s seen in half a dozen courts and city halls. “We were told your work is unique in the world. We hoped to see what sets it apart.”
The Maestro’s eyes flick from her to Jake, then back. He smiles, but it isn’t friendly. “Flattery is cheap coin, ragazza. But perhaps you have something better to trade?”
Jake meets his gaze and doesn’t blink. “I have an interest in optics. I thought I understood the craft. Here, I see it done differently.”
The Maestro laughs, a dry, sharp sound. “In Murano, we do nothing as the rest of the world does it. Come.” He gestures with two fingers, then leads them away from the floor, through a side door and up a spiral of iron stairs. The heat lessens as they rise, but the air is still thick with glass dust and some deeper, chemical sweetness Jake can’t place.
The upper chamber is a study, lined with shelves of finished work: beakers, mirrors, globes, but mostly lenses—stacked in velvet trays, each labeled in a tight, looping script. The Maestro seats himself on a stool behind a low worktable. He offers no chair, so Emma stands, hands folded behind her back, and Jake leans against the window frame, Bridge tucked against his spine.
“Tell me,” the Maestro says, “what you think you know of glass.”
Jake keeps his voice level. “That it’s a solid, but not really. That every batch is unique, even if you follow the recipe. And that light does strange things when it passes through.”
Soranzo’s mouth quirks. “A scientist? No—too poetic for that. But not a guild man, either. Your hands are wrong.” He inspects Emma next. “And you, signorina?”
She answers, “I know that glass can hold light longer than it should.”
He claps once, softly, delighted. “Yes. Most believe glass to be passive. But it remembers. That’s why the great lenses show the world as it is, not as people wish it to be.”
Jake is too thirsty to argue, so he simply nods.
The Maestro stands and retrieves a wrapped object from a locked box. He sets it on the table, unwraps it with care: a lens, thick at the center, edges honed to a razor. He holds it up between thumb and forefinger, rotating it in the sunlight streaming through the window.
Emma leans forward. She can see the way the lens warps the world behind it, the lines of the window frame bending, then splitting, then snapping back together with eerie timing.
Soranzo offers it to her. “Tell me what you see.”
She takes it, careful to use both hands. She looks through the lens at Jake, then at the Maestro, then at the city rooftops beyond.
“It sharpens,” she says, “but not like a magnifier. It’s like…” She frowns. “It makes everything feel slightly ahead of itself.”
The Maestro’s face lights up. “You feel it. Good. Most do not. The church wants these burned. The council wants them in their vaults. But I want to know what makes the glass alive.”
He sits, suddenly tired, his posture folding inward. “You come here from nowhere. You watch. You understand more than you should. What do you want from me?”
Jake takes the lens from Emma, runs his thumb along the rim, feels the static tingle at the edge. “There’s an anomaly in your process,” he says, gambling on honesty. “The glass isn’t just refracting light. It’s conducting something else.”
The Maestro’s gaze sharpens. “You have seen it before.”
Jake nods. “Once or twice.”
They sit in silence, the Bridge quietly logging every second.
At last, the Maestro laughs again, but this time there’s warmth in it. “You are dangerous people,” he says. “But so am I.” He glances at the lens in Jake’s hand. “Take it. No charge. See if you learn more than I have.”
Emma looks at Jake, who shrugs, then pockets the lens. It burns cold, even through the fabric.
The heat in the room is suddenly overwhelming. Jake’s skin itches, and Emma is swaying on her feet, color rising in her cheeks. The Maestro sees it and waves them toward the stairs. “Go. The furnace will be nothing compared to the sun today. Take water. If you need more glass, you know where to find me.”
They leave, Jake guiding Emma by the elbow down the stairs and into the yard. The glare is less brutal than inside, but still a hammer. They move to a low wall at the edge of the compound and sit, letting their bodies recover.
For a long time, neither says anything.
Emma’s necklace pulses once, strong and final, then goes still.
Jake pulls out the Bridge, and the readings have stabilized—no more wild spikes, just a steady, low background hum, as if the city has accepted their presence. He checks the lens, then hands it to Emma. She holds it up, lets the world bend and recombine through its perfect curve.
She laughs, giddy with relief. “We did it,” she says.
Jake almost smiles. “Not yet. But we’re close.”
He looks back at the glassworks, where the Maestro is already at another furnace, his silhouette framed by the red bloom of the fire.
Jake knows there are more dangers ahead, more puzzles, more code to crack. But for now, the only thing that matters is the cool glass in his hand, the sun on his face, and the sense that—if only for a second—they are exactly where they need to be.
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