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  Dedication


For anyone who’s ever wished for one more Monday.For the words you didn’t say, the door you didn’t knock on, the moment you replay in the dark. 
And for the person you’d choose again, if you got the chance.
— Trevor Jensen 
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  Chapter 1: The Scar Tissue


The first thing Mara Ellison noticed every year was her own body betraying her. 
Not in any dramatic, movie-slick way. Just little glitches. A thumb that kept snagging on the hem of her sweater. A dry click in her throat that wouldn’t turn into a swallow. The sense that she was a fraction of a second behind the world, like a person walking with a bad knee who didn’t realize she was limping until someone stared.
Seven years ago, on a Friday night, everything had broken.
And now, on the same week of the same calendar days, she could never quite breathe right again.
Mara stood in the narrow bathroom of Nora’s bungalow and stared at her own reflection as if the mirror might blink first. Forty-one looked different than she’d expected when she was thirty-four. Not older, exactly. More… informed. The lines at the edges of her eyes didn’t read like age. They read like decisions.
She tucked a loose strand of hair back into her clip, saw her fingers tremble, and curled them into a fist before the motion could turn into something worse.
On the sink, next to Nora’s bottle of hospital-grade hand lotion, sat Mara’s leather notebook. The cover was scuffed where her thumb always worried the same corner. The notebook was a habit. A shield. A way to keep the world in neat lists and labeled boxes so it couldn’t surprise her.
She snapped it shut and pressed the notebook against her sternum. The soft thump of it felt like a pulse she could borrow.
From the kitchen, Nora called, “You done? Because I’m not letting you fake a plumbing emergency again.”
Mara drew in a careful breath. Salt air seeped in through the cracked bathroom window, carrying the damp, kelp-sweet smell of the bay. Hearthstone Bay always smelled like this in winter, even when it pretended to be spring. The town was a postcard with a bruise underneath.
“I’m coming,” she called back. Her voice came out steady. That was something.
She opened the bathroom door and stepped into the hallway that still held traces of their childhood, even though Nora had renovated everything except the bones. On the wall hung a framed photo of them at twelve and five, standing on the boardwalk in matching yellow raincoats, hair plastered to their foreheads, grinning like they’d invented weather.
Mara’s gaze slid off the photo before it could land fully. Too many versions of herself lived in frames like that. Too many people she had failed.
In the kitchen, Nora was leaning against the counter in scrubs, her dark hair in a knot that meant she’d worked a shift and still hadn’t forgiven the world for needing her. She held up a garment bag like a threat.
“This is called a dress,” Nora said. “It’s an adult thing. You’re going to wear it.”
Mara reached for coffee instead. Nora slapped the mug away from her hand with a quick, nurse-fast reflex.
“No,” Nora said. “You’ve been caffeinating your feelings for two days. Tonight you’re going to eat actual food and let someone else make the small talk. Also, you’re going to stop staring at the door like it’s a firing squad.”
Mara tried for a smile and missed. “It’s a fundraiser.”
“It’s a museum fundraiser,” Nora corrected. “Which means it’s rich people trying to feel good about themselves and locals trying to get free wine. You have survived worse.”
Mara’s mouth went tight before she could stop it. The week had teeth. It always did.
Nora’s expression softened. She came around the counter, set the garment bag on a chair, and took Mara’s face between her hands the way she’d done when Mara was sixteen and had shown up with split lip from a bike crash. Nora’s palms were warm, a little rough from too much sanitizer.
“Hey,” Nora said quietly. “You’re here. That’s step one. And you promised me you wouldn’t spend this week hiding in my guest room like a raccoon.”
“I never promised the raccoon part.”
“You did,” Nora said. “I remember. I was there.”
Mara’s laugh came out too thin to count, but it loosened something in her chest. Nora’s whole skill set was pulling Mara back into the world with jokes and force.
“I don’t belong there,” Mara said. “I haven’t been back in years. People will look.”
“Let them,” Nora said. “They looked when you left, too. They’ll get bored. Most of them will just be grateful you’re not asking them to donate twice.”
Mara’s stomach rolled. She thought of the program Nora had shoved into her hand earlier. The bold header. The glossy photo of the museum’s new exhibit wing, all polished glass and warm light.
And the name printed beneath the sponsor line.
Cal Mercer.
It was just ink. It shouldn’t have been able to do this to her. It shouldn’t have turned the air in the room sharp.
She pushed Nora’s hands away gently, went to the table, and picked up the folded brochure as if it might bite.
“You didn’t tell me he was…” She couldn’t finish the sentence.
Nora’s gaze flicked to the brochure, then back to Mara. There was no surprise there. Nora had known. Nora always knew.
“I didn’t tell you because you would’ve made up a stomach virus,” Nora said. “Or a migraine. Or a sudden desire to become a hermit.”
Mara stared down at Cal’s name. Her throat burned. “You’re forcing this.”
“I’m forcing you to stop letting the past decide what you do with your hands and your feet,” Nora said. “You can leave early. You can stand by a wall. You can drink ginger ale and glare. I don’t care. But you’re going to walk through that door and prove to yourself you can.”
Mara’s fingers tightened on the brochure until the paper creased.
She tried not to see Cal as he’d been. Not the man in the hoodie with charcoal smudged on his hands, laughing at her terrible physics jokes. Not the man who’d looked at her like she was the safest place on earth.
Because if she saw that, she would also see the version of him on the Friday night of the disaster. The version whose eyes had gone flat with shock when the alarms started screaming. The version who’d said her name once, like it was a prayer that didn’t work.
Mara swallowed hard. “What time is it?”
“Seven,” Nora said. “Doors open at seven-thirty. We’ll be fashionably late because I refuse to stand in a line behind people who think ‘donor’ is a personality.”
Mara nodded, a small, mechanical motion. “Okay.”
“Okay,” Nora echoed with triumph. “Now put on the dress before I call your old high school principal and tell her you’re skipping another mandatory event.”
Mara let Nora herd her down the hallway, into the guest room, into clothes that didn’t feel like armor. The dress was sea-glass green, a color Nora claimed made her look “alive and not like a museum ghost.”
Mara wanted to argue. The mirror told her Nora might be right.
When she came back out, Nora had swapped scrubs for a navy wrap dress and heels that made no sense for a coastal town built on wet planks. She was applying lipstick with the focus of someone prepping for battle.
“Remember,” Nora said, as if reading Mara’s mind. “You’re not walking into court. You’re walking into a room full of people who will be too busy comparing their own outfits to notice your existential crisis.”
Mara gave Nora a look. “That is not reassuring.”
“It’s reality,” Nora said. She grabbed her clutch and keys. “Come on. Before you change your mind.”
Outside, Hearthstone Bay was wrapped in fog so thick it seemed intentional, like the town had been staged. Streetlights cut pale cones into the mist. The bay itself was hidden, but the air carried it anyway, persistent and intimate.
Nora’s car smelled like peppermint gum and hospital disinfectant. Mara buckled in and pressed her hands to her thighs to stop them from fidgeting.
They drove past the dark storefronts of downtown. Past Harbor Grind Coffee, its windows glowing with late-night baristas and students. Past the antique shop that always kept its display lamp on, casting a warm circle on the sidewalk.
And then the museum rose out of the fog at the end of the street like a ship’s hull.
Hearthstone Bay Maritime and Science Museum.
Brick and cedar shingles, a proud old building with a new glass wing attached to it like a bright, modern scar.
Mara’s chest tightened.
She had worked here once. She had walked these halls with a clipboard and a pen tucked behind her ear. She had known every crack in the hardwood floor and every drafty corner.
She had left without saying goodbye.
Nora parked two blocks away, because Nora did nothing simple. “We’re walking,” she announced.
Mara stepped out and the night air hit her like a slap. Cold, wet, real. Somewhere down by the docks, a foghorn moaned.
They joined the small stream of people moving toward the museum. Men in jackets, women in dresses, locals in nice jeans who looked like they’d been bribed with wine. Mara caught snippets of conversation. Kids. Property taxes. Crab season. A new restaurant opening on Seabrook Lane.
The normalcy made Mara’s skin feel too tight. This town had kept living. It had not waited for her.
At the museum steps, Nora paused long enough to squeeze Mara’s hand. “You’re okay,” she said. “Breathe.”
Mara tried.
Inside, the museum had been transformed. White tablecloths, twinkling lights strung along the rafters, trays of hors d’oeuvres carried by teenagers in black vests. Music hummed from a speaker system, soft jazz that tried too hard to be classy.
Mara’s eyes caught on the familiar things first. The whale skeleton suspended from the ceiling, its bones pale against the dark beams. The old ship’s wheel mounted behind the check-in table. The smell of polished wood and wax and something faintly metallic that always lingered around the exhibits.
Then her gaze snagged on a banner draped along the far wall.
LATCH: Listening to Time.
The letters were sleek, modern, printed over a stylized wave of blue and silver that looked like both ocean and circuitry.
Mara’s mouth went dry.
Nora slipped her coat off and handed it to an attendant. “Wine?” she asked.
“Later,” Mara said, because if she drank now she might actually say something true.
They moved into the crowd. People turned. Some recognized Nora and nodded. Some recognized Mara and did the double-take that stung like a slap even when it was polite.
“Mara Ellison,” someone said, too bright. “Well. Look who the tide dragged in.”
Mara forced her face into a shape that resembled a smile. “Hi, Lorna.”
Lorna Shaddock, who ran the local historical society and had opinions about everything, looked Mara up and down as if checking for damage. “It’s been a while.”
“It has,” Mara agreed.
Lorna’s gaze flicked to Nora. “You didn’t tell us she was back.”
Nora’s smile was sweet enough to be a weapon. “Maybe we didn’t feel like making it a town event.”
Lorna huffed, but there was satisfaction under it. Gossip always wanted oxygen. Mara knew exactly how this would spread by morning.
“I’m just happy you’re here,” Lorna said, the words landing with a softness that surprised Mara. “After everything.”
After everything. The polite version of what had happened. The version that let people keep eating cheese.
Mara nodded once, sharp. “Yeah.”
Lorna patted her arm like she was comforting a widow and wandered off toward the dessert table.
Mara exhaled, slow and controlled. “That was… not awful,” she said.
Nora leaned close. “Because you didn’t run. Also, because Lorna’s too busy trying to corner Ezra to gossip with you.”
Mara followed Nora’s gaze and spotted Ezra Holt near the bar, a broad-shouldered man with silver hair and the kind of face that looked permanently unimpressed. He was talking to someone with animated hands, probably extracting a quote.
Ezra’s eyes swept the room, landed briefly on Mara, and then slid away as if he’d filed her under interesting later. The man had the focus of a hawk and the social charm of a cactus.
Mara’s pulse ticked up. Ezra Holt was not someone you wanted paying attention to you. Or maybe he was, if you wanted the truth published. Mara didn’t know which yet.
Nora grabbed two sparkling waters and shoved one into Mara’s hand. “Hydrate,” she ordered. “Pretend you’re having fun. And if you see him, you are not allowed to faint.”
Mara’s fingers tightened around the glass. “If I see who?”
Nora’s brows lifted. “Don’t play dumb. Cal.”
Mara’s stomach dropped as if Nora had said the word knife.
“I don’t even know if he’s here,” Mara lied.
Nora’s expression said she deserved an award for that attempt. “He’s here. He’s always at these things. He funds half the museum’s science programming. He just hides near the back like a grumpy gargoyle.”
Mara’s throat went tight. Cal had always hated crowds. He tolerated them when he had to, stood slightly outside the circle with a drink he never finished, scanning faces like he was mapping exits. When they were together, she’d joked that he had a built-in threat assessment.
It hadn’t been a joke, in the end.
She took a sip of sparkling water that tasted like regret. “I’ll keep my distance.”
“Good,” Nora said. “But you’re not going to spend the night with your back to the wall.”
Mara didn’t answer. She was already doing it anyway, instinct tugging her toward a corner where she could watch without being watched.
The room blurred into clusters. Donors. Board members. Volunteers. Mara caught phrases that made her flinch.
“Arcadia’s matching grant…”“Friday’s demo was the turning point…”“They say it changed everything…”
Friday. The word threaded through the conversations like a hook.
Mara set her glass down before she could crush it.
She moved through the crowd with Nora beside her like a shield, nodding at people, smiling when required, holding herself together with duct tape and stubbornness.
Then she saw the memorial wall.
It wasn’t new. The museum had added it after the incident, a polished slab of dark stone near the entrance to the new wing. Names etched in clean letters. People who had donated. People who had volunteered.
And one name set apart beneath a small engraved line.
In memory of Graham Beckett.
Mara stopped so abruptly Nora bumped into her.
Nora followed her gaze, the humor draining from her face. “Mara…”
“I didn’t know they put it here,” Mara said. The words came out rough.
Graham Beckett had been the museum’s facilities lead, the kind of man who carried duct tape in his pocket and could fix a leaking roof with a ladder and a grin. He’d been the one who’d called Mara “Kiddo” even when she was thirty-four and running grants like a machine.
He had died in the disaster because he’d gone back into the lab wing to shut down a panel when the surge hit. That was the story. The one people repeated. The one Cal had broken under.
Mara stared at the name until the letters blurred. She could still hear Graham’s laugh. She could still feel his hand on her shoulder when he’d said, “You’re doing good work, Mara. Don’t let those suits tell you otherwise.”
She’d let the suits tell her otherwise anyway.
Nora’s hand hovered near Mara’s elbow, not touching yet. Waiting.
Mara swallowed, forced her eyes away. “I’m fine.”
Nora’s voice went low. “You don’t have to do this.”
“Yes,” Mara said. “I do.”
Because if she didn’t, she would keep living a life where a memorial plaque could undo her in public.
They turned toward the new wing.
The LATCH exhibit took up most of the space, a sleek installation of curved glass panels and a central structure that looked like a hybrid between a sculpture and an instrument. A ring of brushed metal stood upright like a halo, threaded with fine coils and translucent cables that caught the light. Beneath it, on a pedestal, sat a small black cube with a faint blue pulse at its center.
The placard beside it read:
Localized Anomalous Temporal Coherence Harness (LATCH)Lead Engineer: Calvin Mercer, PhDHearthstone Bay Applied Physics Lab
Mara’s hands went cold.
Nora leaned in to read, then glanced at Mara. “Okay,” she said, brisk, pretending her voice didn’t shake. “We don’t have to stand here.”
Mara couldn’t move. The exhibit hummed, barely audible under the music, like a refrigerator in the next room. Except this hum didn’t stay in the air. It crawled under her skin, vibrating in her teeth.
She took a step closer without deciding to.
The blue pulse in the cube brightened, then dimmed, like it was breathing.
Mara’s vision tunneled. For a second she was back in another building, another wing, the lab corridor with its harsh lights and the smell of ozone. For a second she tasted metal on her tongue.
She blinked hard, but the sensation didn’t fade. It thickened.
A voice rose from behind her, calm and amplified through a microphone.
“Welcome, everyone,” the voice said. “Thank you for supporting the museum and its mission to bridge history and discovery…”
The board chair. Mara didn’t turn. Her focus had narrowed to the ring of metal and the pulsing cube, to the way the air around it felt slightly colder than the rest of the room.
She reached into her purse and found her notebook by touch, then her pen. Her fingers fumbled. Her handwriting on the first page came out crooked.
Anomaly sensation near exhibit. Hum. Cold.
She pressed the pen too hard, tore the paper. Her breath snagged.
Nora’s hand finally touched her elbow. “Mara. Hey. You’re doing the thing.”
“What thing?”
“The disappearing,” Nora said. “Come back to me.”
Mara forced herself to look at Nora’s face. Nora’s brown eyes were wide, the kind of wide that meant this wasn’t just about social anxiety. Nora was seeing something in Mara that worried her.
“I’m fine,” Mara said again, because it was a lie she’d practiced for years.
Nora’s mouth tightened. “You’re pale.”
“Lights,” Mara said. “Too much.”
“Let’s step outside,” Nora insisted.
Mara tried to nod. She tried to turn. Her body refused.
The hum deepened, or maybe she was imagining it. The blue pulse in the cube snapped brighter, held for a beat, then flickered like it was struggling.
Somewhere, glass clinked. Someone laughed. The board chair kept talking about grants and community engagement.
Mara heard none of it. The exhibit had swallowed the room.
Her heart kicked hard once, then stuttered.
A memory hit her with the force of a wave: Cal’s hands on her shoulders in the parking lot seven years ago, the night she told him she was leaving. His face lit by the overhead sodium lights, eyes dark with disbelief.
You’re doing this now? he’d asked.
She’d told him she had to. She’d told him she didn’t have a choice.
She’d been wrong.
The air around the exhibit bent, not visibly, but in the way heat bends over asphalt. Mara’s skin prickled. The sea-glass charm on her wrist, a simple bracelet Nora had made when they were teenagers, went hot.
She looked down and saw the charm shimmer faintly, like a bead catching moonlight.
Mara’s breath stopped.
Nora’s grip tightened. “Mara,” she said, sharp now. “You’re scaring me.”
Mara tried to speak. Her tongue felt thick.
The blue pulse flared. The hum turned into a low, pulsing throb that matched her heartbeat, and then it didn’t match anymore. It sped up. It dragged. It slipped.
The world tilted.
Not the way a person feels dizzy. The way a room shifts when a foundation gives out.
Mara reached for Nora, but her hand missed. The floor fell away from her shoes, and for one sick second she had the clear, impossible sensation of moving backward.
The lights above her stretched into long white threads. The music warped into a slow, underwater groan.
Mara’s notebook slipped from her fingers. It fell in slow motion, pages fluttering open.
On the first page, in her own handwriting, the ink bled and re-formed into the same words, over and over, as if the paper couldn’t decide which version to keep.
Anomaly sensation near exhibit.
Anomaly sensation near exhibit.
Anomaly…
Nora’s face blurred. “Mara!” Nora shouted, but the sound came from far away.
The room tilted again, harder.
Mara’s knees buckled. Her stomach rose into her throat. The last thing she saw was the blue pulse in the cube turning a bright, unnatural white, like a camera flash pointed straight into her eyes.
Then everything went dark.






  
  Chapter 2: The Reset


Mara woke to the sound of a shower running. 
For one blessed half-second, her brain tried to file it under Nora’s bungalow, under last night’s fundraiser, under the cold sting of sparkling water and the way the room had tilted. Then the air hit her lungs and everything in her body said no.
This room didn’t smell like Nora’s lemon cleaner.
It smelled like cedar and coffee and the faint metallic bite of solder, like someone had been up late tinkering with a circuit board at the kitchen table. The mattress under her was firmer. The sheets were worn soft, the kind that had been washed a hundred times and still held heat.
Mara lay very still, eyes open, listening. The shower ran. Pipes knocked once. A man cleared his throat behind the bathroom door.
Her heart sprinted.
She turned her head slowly. On the nightstand sat a field watch with a scuffed leather band. A pencil cup holding a dozen mechanical pencils. A dog-eared paperback with a cracked spine. And beside it, face down, a black hoodie that she knew by touch before her fingers ever reached it.
Cal’s.
The hoodie had a small burn mark at the hem from when he’d leaned too close to a soldering iron. Mara’s fingertips hovered over it like it was holy, then snapped back as if the fabric might burn her.
No. Not possible.
The air felt too sharp to be a dream. The morning light was too ordinary. She could hear gulls outside, complaining about something as they always did in Hearthstone Bay, and the sound threaded straight through her ribs like a needle.
Mara sat up, blankets sliding to her waist. Her skin was warm, not chilled. Her stomach wasn’t rolling. She didn’t feel like she’d been thrown out of a moving vehicle. She felt like she’d slept.
On the dresser, a framed photo leaned against a stack of lab notebooks: Mara and Cal on the boardwalk, hair blown sideways, both laughing. The date printed at the bottom was a joke they’d made about “science romance,” written in Cal’s blocky hand.
She squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them again, the photo was still there.
The shower shut off.
Mara swung her legs over the side of the bed so fast she nearly toppled. Her feet hit the floor. Cold wood. Familiar. Her pulse thundered in her ears.
On the desk in the corner, her leather notebook sat exactly where she always put it when she stayed over. She didn’t remember staying over. She didn’t remember anything after the white flash.
She crossed the room, hands shaking, and flipped the notebook open. The first page was blank.
In the other timeline, the page had held the words she’d written at the fundraiser, bleeding and repeating.
Mara’s throat tightened. She grabbed a pen off the desk and wrote, hard enough to dent the paper.
Monday. If this is real, it’s Monday.
She stared at the words until her vision prickled. The ink stayed. No shimmer. No rewriting itself.
A laugh threatened to break out of her, but it would’ve sounded like crying. Instead she swallowed it down and reached for her phone.
The lock screen lit up.
6:07 a.m.
For a second she couldn’t see the date. Her eyes refused to focus, like her brain was trying to spare her. Then it sharpened.
Monday, March 11, 2019.
Mara’s breath left her in a thin, stunned line.
Seven years.
She stared at the time again, as if it might flicker forward into 2026 if she watched hard enough. It didn’t.
Cal was here. Alive. In the next room.
Mara pressed her palm to her sternum and forced herself to breathe in for four counts, out for four. Nora’s trick. The nurse trick. It didn’t calm her, exactly, but it kept her from bolting.
Think. Think like the person you were, not the person you became.
Monday: fundraiser week begins. Lab pushes demo prep. Museum coordinates donor events.Tuesday: the first access anomaly. The first weird “accident” in the lab that everyone called a fluke.Wednesday: the envelope. The threat. The thing that made her leave.Friday: the demo. The surge. Graham.
Her stomach pitched at the name.
Graham Beckett. The man with duct tape in his pocket and a laugh that carried through the museum like music. The man who had died because he’d gone back into the wing to shut down a panel, because he’d always been the one who fixed what broke.
Mara’s eyes burned. She hadn’t even known he’d made it onto the memorial wall until last night.
Last night.
Or was that now the future?
Her thoughts tangled. She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead until the pressure hurt. The pain helped.
If she was here, if this was real, then she had five days.
Five days back.
She couldn’t let Friday happen again.
The bathroom door opened.
Mara froze.
Cal walked out, towel around his waist, damp hair sticking up in stubborn angles. He was thirty-five here, not forty-two, and the difference was subtle but brutal. His shoulders were the same broad line. His face was a touch less carved by exhaustion. His eyes were the same, though. Gray-green, steady, too perceptive for Mara’s peace of mind.
He stopped when he saw her standing there in an oversized T-shirt, notebook clenched in her hand like a weapon.
“Hey,” he said, voice rough with sleep. “You’re up early.”
Mara opened her mouth. Nothing came out.
Cal’s gaze swept her, quick and practical. “Nightmare?”
The word hit her like a hand on a bruise.
She managed a nod. It was the safest answer. It was also not nearly enough to contain what was happening inside her body.
Cal stepped closer, the towel low on his hips, and reached for her. His fingers brushed her wrist, warm and casual. The contact sent a shock up Mara’s arm.
She jerked back.
Cal stopped, hand hovering in the air. Something flickered in his expression, not anger, not offense. Concern. Confusion.
“Mara?” he asked quietly. “What’s going on?”
She wanted to tell him everything. She wanted to grab his face and say, you die, you get blamed, you hate me, I spend seven years practicing how not to think about you and fail every day.
Instead, she forced her voice to work. “I’m fine. Just… weird sleep.”
Cal studied her for a beat, then reached for the coffee mug on the dresser and took a sip like he was buying time. “Okay,” he said, slow. “Then get dressed and come eat something. You don’t function on fumes.”
He turned toward the closet, tugging on sweatpants without looking at her, as if giving her the gift of space.
Mara’s fingers dug into her notebook. Her instinct screamed to keep things the same, to avoid ripples. But the memory of Friday was a hard weight in her chest.
“Cal,” she said, too fast. “What day is it?”
He paused halfway through pulling on a shirt. “It’s Monday,” he said, amused. “Are you messing with me?”
Mara shook her head. “No. I just… needed to hear it.”
Cal’s mouth curved faintly, the hint of a smile that used to undo her. “It’s Monday,” he repeated. “And before you ask, yes, we still have that meeting at the museum tonight. Yes, I’m still going to try to talk the board out of letting Maribeth Crane turn the demo into a circus. And yes, you still owe me pancakes.”
The names landed like blows.
Maribeth Crane. Arcadia Capital. The polished woman who smiled like glass and made threats sound like networking.
The demo.
Mara swallowed. “The demo is Friday.”
Cal’s expression shifted. The smile went away. The engineer in him came forward, alert. “Friday evening,” he confirmed. “Unless Arcadia manages to bully the schedule earlier. Why?”
Mara heard the gulls again, louder now, like they were laughing at her panic.
She forced herself to look at Cal’s face and keep her own neutral, the way she’d learned to do when donors asked stupid questions.
“No reason,” she lied. “Just… remembering the week.”
Cal’s gaze sharpened, as if he could taste the dishonesty. He didn’t call her on it. Not yet.
He reached out again, slower this time, and touched her shoulder. The contact was gentle. Grounding. It made Mara want to lean into him and never let go.
“Hey,” he said. “You sure you’re okay?”
Mara nodded, because if she spoke, she might ruin everything in one sentence.
Cal sighed, the sound of a man with a long week already pressing on him. “All right. Coffee’s on. I’m going to make eggs. You can stand there and look like you’re about to flee, or you can sit and tell me what the nightmare was about.”
Mara’s throat tightened. “Later,” she said. “I have to be at the museum early.”
Cal frowned. “You told me you’re taking the morning to finish the grant packet.”
“I changed my mind,” Mara said, sharper than she meant. Then she softened, forcing the words through her teeth. “I want to check in with Graham. He asked me about the display lighting last week.”
Cal’s face eased. He liked Graham. Everyone liked Graham. “Okay,” he said. “Just text me when you get there. And Mara?”
She paused at the bedroom door.
Cal’s voice dropped. “Don’t disappear on me this week.”
The sentence was casual. A joke. A soft warning that she’d been distant lately because she was stressed and tired.
But Mara felt it like prophecy.
“I won’t,” she said, and this time she meant it with everything in her body.
The drive to the museum was the same and not the same.
Now she did stop.
She pulled into the gravel lot by the coffee shop and sat in her car with both hands on the steering wheel, breathing. The old version of her existed here like a coat she could put on. The seatbelt rubbed her collarbone. Her hair was still longer. Her hands were younger, but not untouched. A thin scar cut across her knuckle from a broken glass she’d ignored.
She checked her phone again. 7:02 a.m. Monday. 2019.
Mara opened her camera and took a photo of the dashboard clock. Then she opened her notes app and typed:
If you’re reading this, you’re not crazy. It’s Monday. Five days.
She saved it. Closed her phone. Opened it again. The note was still there.
Her pulse slowed by a fraction.
Not a dream.
Not a hallucination.
A reset.
She didn’t know the physics. She didn’t need to. Not yet. She needed outcomes.
The museum stood at the end of the street, proud and steady, the old building without the new wing. In 2019 the glass addition was still scaffolding and tarp. The big banner that would later read LATCH was not here yet. Just a simple sign announcing “Future Expansion.”
Mara parked and sat for a beat, staring at the front doors.
Seven years ago she’d walked through them with a knot of dread and not known why. Seven years later she walked through with dread that had a name.
Inside, the museum was quiet. The air smelled of wax and salt and old wood. The whale skeleton hung above the lobby like a guardian.
Mara stepped forward and the floor creaked under her shoes. The sound hit her with a ridiculous swell of relief. It was real. The place was real. She was not alone in the void.
A voice called from down the hallway, “If you’re here to steal artifacts, pick something light. My knees aren’t what they used to be.”
Mara’s breath caught.
Graham Beckett appeared from behind a maintenance cart, a tool belt slung low on his hips, gray hair sticking out from under a battered cap. He carried a coil of cable like it weighed nothing.
He looked at Mara, brows lifting, then grinned. “Kiddo. You’re early.”
Mara stared at him. Alive. Warm. Annoyingly cheerful. The part of her brain that wanted to believe in second chances nearly broke open.
She forced her voice to work. “I… couldn’t sleep.”
Graham’s grin softened. He stepped closer, eyes crinkling. “You okay?”
The question, simple and sincere, ripped through Mara’s defenses. She swallowed hard.
“Yeah,” she said, because she had no other word ready. “I’m okay.”
Graham made a skeptical noise. “That’s the face you make when you’re not okay, but you’re too stubborn to admit it.”
Mara surprised herself with a short laugh. It came out rough. “Maybe.”
He nodded toward the staff hallway. “Come on. I’ve got coffee in my office that’ll peel paint. You can tell me all about whatever’s chewing on you.”
Mara followed him down the hall, every step an anchor. The museum’s back corridors were familiar, even with the minor changes of 2019. A different set of posters on the walls. A new intern’s name on a cubby. The same chipped paint on the corner by the supply closet.
Graham’s office was a small room that smelled like old paper and oil. A calendar with boats on it hung crooked on the wall. On the desk sat a model ship missing one sail, half-repaired.
Mara’s eyes stung. She remembered this room after Friday, the desk cleared, the chair empty, the way everyone spoke his name like it was a warning.
Graham poured coffee into two mismatched mugs. “So,” he said, handing one to her. “What’s the situation? Donor drama? Your favorite board member trying to turn us into Disneyland again?”
Mara wrapped both hands around the mug. The heat was steady. “It’s… the week,” she said carefully.
Graham snorted. “Oh, the week. Yeah. Everybody’s wound tight. Lab’s on fire, museum’s on fire, Arcadia’s trying to micromanage, and Maribeth Crane smiles like she’s never been told no in her life.”
Mara’s grip tightened. Graham saying the names out loud made the week snap into place. “How much do you know about the lab stuff?” she asked.
Graham shrugged. “Enough to know Cal’s too smart for his own good and too loyal for his own protection. He’s building something that makes people with money salivate. That’s never a good sign.”
Mara’s throat went dry. “You think someone’s pushing too hard.”
“Kiddo,” Graham said, patient. “Someone is always pushing too hard. The question is who gets crushed when they do.”
Mara stared at the coffee surface, watching it tremble slightly from her hands. She wanted to tell him to stay home on Friday. She wanted to lock the lab doors herself. She wanted to grab Cal and drive him out of town and never look back.
But she didn’t have five days to run. Running was what had broken everything.
“Graham,” she said, keeping her voice casual with effort. “If… if you had a bad feeling about something, would you tell anyone? Or would you handle it yourself?”
Graham’s brows lifted. He leaned back in his chair, studying her. “That depends,” he said. “Is this a hypothetical, or are you about to ask me to do something stupid?”
Mara swallowed. “Hypothetical.”
Graham’s mouth curved, but there was a seriousness in his eyes. “I’d tell the people who could help,” he said. “And I’d keep receipts, because nobody believes feelings when money’s involved.”
Receipts. Proof. Mara’s notebook felt heavier against her ribs.
Before she could answer, her phone buzzed in her purse.
She pulled it out.
A text from Cal: You there? You didn’t say goodbye. Also, you left your bracelet on my sink. (He added a photo of the sea-glass charm.)
Mara’s stomach clenched. She stared at the photo. The bracelet was proof she’d been there. Proof she’d touched him. Proof this wasn’t a dream.
She typed back: At the museum. I’ll get it later. Busy morning.
Busy. Like she wasn’t dismantling time.
Graham watched her with interest. “Cal?” he asked, as if he could read the tension in her thumbs.
Mara nodded. “Yeah.”
Graham took a sip of coffee, then said, too casually, “He’s a good man. Don’t let the week chew you two up.”
Mara’s breath caught. “We’re fine,” she said automatically.
Graham’s look said he didn’t buy it. “Sure,” he replied, and the word carried more doubt than it should’ve.
Mara shifted in her chair. “I should get to my desk,” she said. “I’ve got that grant packet.”
Graham nodded. “Go. But if you’re carrying something heavy, kiddo, don’t do it alone.”
Mara stood. Her knees wobbled. She steadied herself with the edge of the desk.
Heavy didn’t begin to cover it.
Her office was exactly where it should be, tucked behind the maritime exhibits, a small room with a window that looked out at the scaffolding of the future wing. In 2019 the view was all raw wood and plastic sheeting.
Mara flicked on the light and froze.
On her chair sat a manila envelope.
It wasn’t there the last time she’d worked this week. She knew because she always cleared her chair. She hated clutter.
The envelope was sealed. No name. No stamp. Just her name on the front.
MARA.
Mara’s throat tightened so hard it hurt.
She set her purse down with slow care and stared at the envelope as if it might explode.
This was the moment. This was the first domino that had shoved her off the cliff, even if she hadn’t known it at the time.
She picked it up. The paper was thick. Heavier than it should’ve been.
Mara slid a finger under the seal and tore it open.
Inside were printed photos. Grainy surveillance stills.
A figure in a hoodie, face turned away, standing by a secured door in the lab’s restricted bay. The timestamp in the corner read 2:13 a.m., Sunday night into Monday morning. The keycard log printed beneath it listed a badge ID.
Calvin Mercer.
Mara’s pulse roared in her ears.
Another page: an email thread, printed and highlighted in angry yellow. A message from an untraceable address, showing what looked like Cal agreeing to “move the test window” and “ignore the safety interlocks.” The language was wrong. Too sloppy. Cal wrote like an engineer, precise and clipped.
But seven years ago, she’d been too scared to notice.
At the bottom of the stack sat one more photo.
Nora.
Nora walking to her car after a night shift, hospital badge visible, hair pulled back. A red circle had been drawn around her face with a marker.
Mara’s stomach dropped.
A note was folded in half beneath it. Mara opened it with shaking fingers.
Two sentences, printed in block letters:
WALK AWAY BY WEDNESDAY.OR YOUR SISTER PAYS FIRST.
Mara’s vision narrowed until all she could see were the words.
So it had already started.
Not on Friday. Not even on Thursday.
On Monday morning, the trap was already closing.
Mara’s hands trembled so hard the papers rattled. She forced herself to breathe, forced her brain to think past the panic.
Last time, she had believed this. She had confronted Cal with rage and fear, accused him without meaning to, and then, when the second threat came, she had left. She had chosen Nora over Cal, because Nora was her sister and Cal was… Cal was the part of her life she didn’t think she deserved.
Now she knew what the envelope was: a weapon. A distraction. A cover.
Someone wanted her gone so they could use the chaos of her breakup to move through Cal’s life without him noticing.
Someone wanted Cal framed.
Someone wanted Friday.
Mara shoved the papers back into the envelope and sat down hard in her chair. Her notebook was in her purse. She pulled it out, flipped to a fresh page, and wrote the words that mattered:
Envelope arrives Monday morning.Photos: Cal badge used 2:13 a.m. Sunday night.Threat: leave by Wednesday or Nora hurt.This is planted.
Then she wrote one more line beneath it, the one her hand insisted on making real.
Friday kills Graham.
Her pen hovered. She pressed harder and underlined it twice.
Her phone buzzed again.
This time it wasn’t Cal.
Unknown number.
Mara’s breath stopped.
The text message read:
YOU DON’T GET A DO-OVER.STAY IN YOUR LANE.
Mara stared at the screen until her fingers went cold.
Someone else was here with her.
Someone knew.
Or someone was watching closely enough to notice she was already off script.
She looked up, pulse hammering, and her gaze snagged on the office window.
Outside, beyond the scaffolding and the plastic sheeting, a figure stood on the boardwalk near the bay, half-hidden by fog.
Watching the museum.
Watching her.
Mara’s mouth went dry.
Then her phone rang.
Cal’s name flashed across the screen.
She didn’t answer.
She couldn’t.
Because if she did, she might tell him the truth in the first ten seconds, and the ripples would crash through everything.
The call stopped.
A second later, her email pinged.
A calendar invite.
Subject: EMERGENCY ACCESS REVIEW — LAB OPS.Sender: Dale Rusk.
Mara’s skin went cold.
The trap was not waiting until Wednesday.
It was moving now.
And if she didn’t move faster, Friday would arrive like a blade.






  
  Chapter 3: The Fight That Broke Them


The envelope sat in Mara Ellison’s bag like a live thing. 
It shouldn’t have weighed more than a few ounces, but every time she shifted her shoulder strap, she felt the paper slide and settle, like it was reminding her it could still do its work. It had done its work once. Seven years ago it had put a crack in her trust and then widened it until she fell through.
Her phone still burned with the unknown text: YOU DON’T GET A DO-OVER. STAY IN YOUR LANE.
Mara kept walking anyway.
She didn’t call Nora yet. She didn’t call Cal. She didn’t call the police, because a threat without a body was just a rumor in a town that ran on rumors. She did what she’d never done the first time.
She made herself useful.
At her desk, she accepted the calendar invite that had landed in her inbox ten minutes after the text.
EMERGENCY ACCESS REVIEW — LAB OPS.Noon. Applied Physics Lab. Conference Room B.From: Dale Rusk.
Mara printed a copy of the envelope contents and filed it behind a row of conservation reports in a folder labeled LATCH Week — Grants. It wasn’t clever. It was simple, which meant it had a chance of surviving. If someone stole the envelope from her bag later, she would still have a version that didn’t vanish.
Receipts, Graham had said.
Then she wrote in her notebook until her hand steadied.
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