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The seam spat us out into heat and silence.

One second we were in Sherwood Forest—mud on our boots, the scent of smoke and moss in our lungs—and the next, the air turned sharp with salt and sun. I hit the ground hard, shoulder-first into sand. Max landed beside me in a crouch, already scanning the tree line. A salt breeze stirred his coat. Palm fronds rustled in the distance. Chloe moved beside him, shielding her eyes from the glare as she took it in.

Beneath us, hot sand. Above, a pale blue sky, still and cloudless. Real sunlight—no canopy, no fog, no torchlit tunnel. Just a sky so blue it felt obscene after everything we’d seen.

“Cutthroat Island,” Max said, not quite a whisper. “It worked.”

It hadn’t changed much.

The old volcanic spine still cut across the island like a broken tooth. Beyond it, the crumbling fortress remained half-swallowed by vines and time. The jungle breathed heavy and green in the distance, but nothing moved.

The silence was wrong.

No sails bobbed in the cove below. No campfire smoke curled from the jungle clearing where Blackbeard’s men once gathered. The bay—usually littered with longboats, barrels, scavenged wreckage—was still. Empty.

“Where’d they all go?” I asked.

Chloe narrowed her eyes toward the water. She turned to Max. “What year is it?”

That made him pause. He pulled the portable scanner from his coat, adjusted the dial, and waited. The screen flickered once—then stabilized. His expression didn’t change, but something in his posture went rigid.

“1942,” he said.

He adjusted the scanner again, confirming it. “There’s been a fold divergence. Maybe something triggered it when we activated the last node. Or maybe...”

He didn’t finish.

We moved in silence. Up the ridge, boots slipping once or twice on loose shale, palms brushing against broad-leafed plants that hadn’t been there the last time. The island had grown in our absence. Roots curled thicker. The jungle pressed closer. The ground felt soft in places, like it had soaked in more than just rain.

It took only moments to reach the site, but it felt longer.

Max slowed near the crest. A narrow clearing opened before us, just wide enough to hold what we’d hidden. He stepped into it, knelt low, and pulled back a net of dried fronds, lifting them gently like old linen.

And there it was. The machine.

It sat in the hollowed-out brush like it had been waiting. Not buried—just obscured, nested into the undergrowth like it belonged there. The surface was duller than before, the silver skin mottled with wind-scour and salt. But the shape was unmistakable. Sleek. Curved. Compact—like a shuttle pod that had grown roots. Its underside bristled with dark cables, some of them fused into the ground as if the island had tried to claim it.

Chloe stopped a few feet back, arms crossed. “Still creeps me out how... alive it looks.”

I nodded. It did. The way the cables curled into the stone. The faint pulse in its side panel. Like it hadn’t just survived—it had adapted. Changed.

Max crouched beside it, wiped a layer of grit from the diagnostic port, and tapped twice on the manual interface. A light blinked once. Then again.

“It’s still warm,” he said softly. “She never powered all the way down.”

I dropped my pack. The air smelled faintly of rust and ozone, like storm-charged metal. The kind of scent you remembered from before something broke loose.

“Can we use it?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Max said. “Depends how well the core held up under dormancy. I’ll need to test the matrix integrity and see how much drift we’re dealing with.”

“How long?”

Max didn’t look up. “Twenty minutes. If we’re lucky.”

Chloe took a slow step toward the jungle. Her hand hovered near her belt—not on a weapon, just close. “You think we were followed?”

“I don’t think they can trace the seam,” Max said. “But they felt it open. That ripple we made leaving Sherwood—someone heard it.”

“Or something,” I muttered.

The machine pulsed again, brighter this time. Max adjusted a relay junction and connected his field scanner. The interface shimmered to life, faint green lines scrolling across the central panel.

That’s when the static hit.

Not loud. Just a click. Then another. A rhythmic stutter—too faint for wind, too structured for coincidence. Max froze.

“You hear that?” I said.

Chloe nodded slowly. “Came from the ridge.”

We turned. Nothing moved. The jungle still held its breath.

Max tapped another command into the machine. The screen flickered, then resolved. A map. Not of the island. They were coordinates.

Temporal. Spatial.

Chloe leaned in. “That’s not yours, is it?”

Max’s voice dropped. “No. This signal’s embedded in the core’s origin layer. It’s been dormant until now.”

“Coordinates to where?” I asked.

Max stared at the screen.

“Berlin,” he said. “Grid reference places it in 1947.”

Chloe stepped forward. “You think it’s her?”

Max didn’t answer. But the look in his eyes said enough.

The woman from Berlin. The one who vanished. The one who built the lock we buried the machine to protect.

The signal repeated—soft, insistent, like a whisper from a world that no longer existed. And Max said the words that started everything all over again: “She’s calling us.”

The silence that followed was deep and absolute. Not even the trees moved. The canopy hung still above us, the air heavy with salt and warning.

Then something stirred.

At first it was just a shimmer on the bay. A subtle ripple—wrong for the wind, wrong for the tide. Then a sleek line. A periscope, rising near the reef.

“Max...” Chloe’s voice was low and tense. “Look.”

He turned. The periscope rotated toward us, lingered for a beat, then slid back under.

Max didn’t hesitate. He dropped to one knee beside the time machine, brushing away the last layer of debris. “They’re not supposed to be here,” he said.

“Who?” I asked.

The answer was already breaking through the surface—a black conning tower, tall and unmistakable, punching through the waves like a shark’s fin. No flag. No colors. Just a wolf’s head painted beneath it, white against rust-dark steel. The low thrum of diesel engines reached us—muffled, distant, but drawing closer.

“Kriegsmarine,” Max said. “That’s a Type VII U-boat. We don’t have long.”

Down below, a dinghy detached and slapped into the surf. Three soldiers climbed in—helmets, field packs, rifles—and began rowing toward shore. One of them held a bulky device—boxy, metallic, wired into a leather harness. It pulsed with a low amber glow.

Chloe stiffened. “Is that a scanner?”

“Early model,” Max said, glancing up. “Short-range, unrefined—but it’s picking up the machine’s bleed.”

“They shouldn’t have tech like that,” I said.

“Someone in Berlin built a receiver,” Max muttered. “And these are the ones she trusted—or warned.”

The soldiers reached the beach. Boots hit sand. The one with the scanner swept it in a slow arc—and stopped.

“They’ve got a lock,” Chloe said.

The three men were moving—two advancing with rifles raised, the third hunched over the scanner, barking something in clipped, urgent German. Behind them, another figure emerged from the conning tower. Officer’s cap. Long coat. Watching.

Max stood. “We’re done here. We need to go—now.”

“But you said we needed more time—” I started.

“That was before we had Nazis inbound!”

He slapped a bypass relay into the control node. The machine hissed. Its surface shimmered with heat, and the cables beneath it twitched—snaking tighter around the earth like it was bracing itself.

“Destination’s locked,” Max said. “Berlin. June 1947. I just need sixty more seconds.”

Chloe backed toward him, eyes scanning the ridge. “They’re coming fast.”

Max threw a second switch. The control panel began to bloom—flickering at first, then stabilizing into a narrow slit of pale, shivering light.

“It’s not clean,” he said. “But it’ll hold.”

Chloe turned to the pack, unlatched the gear compartment, and began checking straps. “Harnesses are still solid,” she said. “Console’s warm. Power cell looks clean.”

I stared at the capsule—curved metal, sleek as a bullet, half-buried in moss and shadow. A low amber light lit the interior. Chloe was already climbing inside. “Emergency kit’s intact. Rations. Water. Blanket. Flip phone.”

Max raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“She brought it last time,” I said.

“MacGyver insurance,” Chloe called from inside. “Don’t judge me.”

A shout in German. Urgent. The soldiers had reached the ridge. One raised his rifle. Another adjusted the scanner and pointed inland.

“They’ve got us,” Max said. “Nick, inside.”

I climbed in fast, shoulders tight against the pod’s padded curve. The harness clicked across my chest.

Chloe secured hers beside me, then reached across the console. Her fingers hovered for just a second.

Max was the last to enter. He sealed the hatch behind him, checked the lock, and dropped into the final harness as footsteps cracked through the jungle beyond the ridge.

The lights inside the pod shifted—from amber to blue. Chloe tapped the final command.

Outside, a voice barked: “Was ist das—?”

And then—

The pod began to hum. Not loud. Just a rising resonance, like pressure building in the bones. Light shimmered across the walls. The air folded inward. My chest compressed. My ears popped.

And the last thing I felt was the island—hot, still, and watching—

before the world bent sideways and vanished.
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We didn’t land so much as drop—hard.

The pod struck cracked pavement with a metallic crunch that jolted through my spine. For a moment, none of us moved. The only sound was the quiet tick of cooling metal and Max muttering something that sounded like Latin but might’ve been cursing.

Chloe was the first to speak. “Anyone dead?”

“Not yet,” I groaned. “But if we do that again, I’m voting for pirates.”

Max popped the hatch. Cold air spilled in—damp and metallic, tinged with smoke. We stepped out into silence.

The street was wrecked. Entire buildings had collapsed inward, bricks and beams swallowed by the earth. Walls stood hollowed, windows shattered, cables dangling like the entrails of a gutted city. Snow or ash—it was hard to tell—coated the edges of every surface.

No cars. No voices. No people.

“Where are we?” Chloe asked quietly.

Max scanned the surroundings, then crouched beside the edge of the sidewalk. He brushed back rubble and pulled a half-charred street sign from beneath a layer of soot. The German was still legible: Karl-Marx-Straße.

“This is Berlin,” he said. “Soviet sector.”

Chloe turned in a slow circle. “Then where is everyone?”

The only answer was the creak of a metal shutter groaning somewhere deeper in the city.

Max adjusted the scanner clipped to his belt. “We’re a few months into the occupation. The city’s fractured. Bombed-out sectors. Infrastructure still being rebuilt. This area must’ve been
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