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Temperal Threads


In 2245, Dr. Izara Herrera believes time can be controlled. She is wrong.
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AFTER UNCOVERING AN ancient artifact capable of bending time, a failed experiment tears Izara out of her century and drops her into 1914, on the eve of World War I. With no way home and every action threatening to fracture history, survival becomes her first nearly impossible task.

A lifeline comes in the form of Bram Walker, a brilliant alchemist whose curiosity matches her own—and whose quiet defiance of his era makes him dangerously unforgettable. What begins as an uneasy partnership soon becomes something deeper, even as Izara knows the truth...loving him may cost her everything.

As war erupts and the future-born Cloaks Syndicate begins hunting the artifact through time, Izara must confront the artifact’s true purpose—and the choice it demands.

But some threads, once woven, cannot be undone.
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DR. IZARA HERRERA ALWAYS hated the walk to Lab Theta. Even in an age when you could overlay a perfect sunset across fluorescent-lit corridors with the twitch of a corneal implant, nothing could mask the smell. The ancient stones sweated up mold and memory in equal measure, soaking through the air-recycler’s best efforts. Izzy liked to think the ruins resented their current purpose—a grudge she respected.

It was early, which meant the only footsteps echoing after hers belonged to a skeleton crew of techs and one sleepy custodian, who’d taken to ignoring the signage about Area Restricted with the steady boldness of someone who’d seen too many over-caffeinated geniuses come and go. The swipe panel blinked red until it processed her thumbprint and retinal scan, then opened with a hiss and the barest complaint from the door’s antique hinges.

She ducked beneath a strip of low-slung, hazard-taped conduit. The irony of a world-class physics lab with duct-taped wires was not lost on her as she surveyed her domain...a brutalist vault crammed with anachronism. Next to a standing stone carved with looping proto-cuneiform squatted a portable atomic clock, its guts splayed for calibration. Four floors up, the bureaucrats and donor-liaison types still insisted on using archaeological site in all the press releases, but down here, it was a slaughterhouse for certainty.

The core of the room was dominated by the monitoring suite...seven meters of curved interface panel, spitting out holographic readouts and timelines in an orgy of blue-white light. Overhead, a tangle of fiber-optic cables hung like the world’s saddest Christmas garland.

Izara’s team—yes, her team, though she suspected at least two of them still called her that kid when they thought she couldn’t hear—clustered around a workbench laden with sensor rigs and something that looked like a petrified bird’s nest, if the bird had a taste for niobium and micro-filament.

A dozen heads turned when she entered, and the way the conversation paused made her smile. She was five foot nothing, and the only woman in the room, but what really drew their eye was the scar just left of her chin. A jagged half-moon, a souvenir from a cataclysmic caffeine-and-cryogenics incident at age fifteen. No one ever asked about it twice.

“Status,” she said. The word cut through the morning fug with the efficacy of a guillotine.

The oldest of the techs, a thirty-something with the posture of a guilt-stricken question mark, snapped to. “Initial sweep’s complete. We ran a triple-pass on the artifact...no shift in energy signature. Field integrity’s holding at point-oh-five. She’s inert.”

Izara’s gaze flicked to the bank of monitors on the far wall. Sure enough, the artifact’s outline glowed a tepid gray, neither active nor reactive, just as dead as it had been in the field’s containment cradle all night.

“Inert is how Schrödinger described his cat at first, too,” she said. A few brave souls snorted.

She crossed to the workbench and leaned in, her hands tucked behind her back, to study the latest headache delivered from the Institute’s excavation wing. To the untrained eye, the thing could have been a random ball of scrap metal, yellowish and misshapen. But as she leaned closer, the object seemed to bristle at the scrutiny, shifting imperceptibly, as if offended. Izara suppressed the urge to anthropomorphize—she was above such unscientific superstition, thank you—but she didn’t miss how even the lab’s bravest dared not meet its...surface? face? The thing defied grammatical objecthood.

The object formed a compact knot about the size of a baseball,  composed of metallic gold threads finer than spider silk. The threads looped and interwove with a logic that resisted geometry textbooks, forming impossible Möbius curves that flickered in and out of alignment with every shift of her head. The longer she looked, the less sure she became about its true size. The edges faded into each other in a way that made it seem both dense and weightless. Worse, if she shifted her gaze away, then looked back, she was positive the tangle had shifted position. Not by much, but enough to induce the same low-level dread she’d felt during her first experience with quantum superposition...the rules were different here, and she was an interloper.

She checked her own pulse...steady, but elevated. A reliable sign that a new specimen was about to upend months of clean theory. Or, on one memorable occasion, render a grad student’s shoes to atomic vapor.

“All right, let’s keep the petting zoo protocol tight,” she announced. “Any movement in the fourth-decimal spectrum, I want it logged and reported, real time. Dr. Liu, run a high-res spectral scan sweep for isotope anomalies, same as last week. And for God’s sake, someone run a wipe on the incident whiteboard. It still says Possible Doomsday Scenario in red marker.”

There was an uncomfortable shifting among the interns, but Dr. Liu nodded and began the scan with the careful touch of a seasoned bomb-disposal expert. The artifact’s exterior, under the inspection beam revealed no apparent seams or joins. The material didn’t match anything on the Institute’s database. Izara watched as lines of data scrolled up the nearest holo and bit the inside of her cheek in anticipation.

Her assistant, a stoic ex-military type with a penchant for jazz and conspiracy podcasts, sidled up. “We’ve got extra eyes on the monitors, Dr. Herrera,” he said in a low voice. “Command wants an update before oh-eight hundred. There’s chatter about escalating containment. The usual brand of panic.”

“They’ll have it,” she said. “And tell them if they want to escalate, they can come down and do it themselves. Preferably after they’ve learned to distinguish a wormhole from a worm bin.”

He cracked half a smile, which was as close as she’d seen to a laugh from him all month.

Izara slipped on a pair of gloves and approached the artifact again. It was time for the standard first-contact protocol...touch, but don’t tangle. She reached out, her gloved fingers hovering a millimeter above the knotted mass. On cue, the artifact emitted a faint shimmer, as if acknowledging her presence.

“Doc, reading a thermal uptick,” one of the interns called.

“Not possible,” Izara said, “unless one of you tweaked the cryostats.”

She picked up the artifact. It was, bizarrely, warm. Not evenly, but in slow, throbbing waves, each pulse more pronounced the longer she held it. Not pain, exactly, but sensation. She became hyperaware of every micro-shift in the room—the fans overhead, the wet hush of the stones, the whine of the atomic clock as it recalibrated. The artifact’s heat radiated up her wrist, traveling in distinct intervals that almost matched her own heartbeat.

The sensors spiked. Alarms chimed, gentle at first, but quickly escalating to panic mode as readouts flickered from blue to violent orange.

“Containment spike! We’re pulling almost a full percent from the shield grid!” Dr. Liu yelled.

Izara tried to let go, but the artifact clung to her glove, a clinginess that felt weirdly...intentional. She focused on her breathing, shutting out the chaos, letting her mind do what it did best...hypothesize. Was it entanglement? No, that would show in the field dampeners. Localized spacetime distortion? Possibly, if the object was less a thing and more a boundary condition, like a flaw in the weave of a really, really angry blanket.

She wrestled the artifact back into its cradle, and the alarms ceased. The sensors dropped to baseline. Her own heart rate, she noted with grim amusement, did not.

“Well,” she said, peering at the glove, which now bore a faint discoloration in the shape of a lopsided figure-eight, “that was new.”

The room exhaled. Someone actually clapped and was immediately shushed.

Izara flexed her fingers. The warmth lingered. She glanced at the holo logs, which now displayed a curious anomaly. During contact, the artifact had drawn power, not from the field grid, but from her. It had, in technical terms, used her as a conductor.

She smiled, small and sharp. “Congratulations,” she said, “we have officially moved from artifact to active agent. Update the files. And someone get me an isotonic.”

She left the containment area, unsuccessfully resisting the urge to look back. The artifact sat quiet, innocent, as if it hadn’t just rearranged her understanding of conservation law in under sixty seconds.

Izara’s mind raced. She wanted to sketch equations, run simulations, and test it for memory effects, but mostly she wanted to touch the damn thing again and find out if it would reciprocate.

Instead, she filed her preliminary report. Because even in the presence of a possibly sentient, definitely impossible artifact, there were still hierarchies, and deadlines, and the need to let the ruins have their little revenge.

She’d be back. And so, she suspected, would the headaches.
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THEY STARTED CALLING it the Weft Relic on day two, after Dr. Liu cracked a joke about how the threads looked like someone’s idea of cosmic embroidery. The name stuck. Weft, like the sideways yarn in a tapestry, the thing that held the pattern together. Izara pretended to hate the term. Too mystical, she told them, but every time she saw the artifact in her logs, she couldn’t help seeing the image of a world barely held in place by its own tangled underpinnings.

Her glove was still marked from that first encounter, the figure-eight pattern deepening with every shift in lab humidity. She’d checked, repeatedly, for chemical burns or micro-etching, but only the fabric had ever touched the artifact. It felt like a joke at her expense, or a calling card left by something too polite for direct threats.

Experimentation intensified. They ran pulsed magnetic fields, induced current, bombarded the Weft Relic with everything short of gamma rays, which was scheduled for the following week, assuming no one came down from admin to have a fainting spell about the safety protocols. Most objects in containment registered as dead weights, content to be poked and prodded until their mysteries yielded. Not this one. The Weft Relic was an active participant, responding to stimuli with non-linear tantrums that made every predictive model sob with envy. Whenever they thought they’d found its limit, thermal, vibrational, or photonic, it would perform a neat sidestep and render their last six hours of data useless.

Izara loved it. She hadn’t felt this alive since the CERN incident, and even then, the stakes were only a few terawatts and the risk of becoming a fun anecdote for future physicists.
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BY MIDWEEK, THE LAB buzzed with a peculiar energy, equal parts scientific zeal and barely contained mutiny. Oversight had instituted round-the-clock monitoring in the event of a rapid-phase anomaly, but everyone in the room knew it was because they wanted the credit if the Relic did something fun. Or at least something catastrophic enough to get a building named after it.

She set up her private console near the Relic’s cradle, close enough to monitor, far enough to minimize the chance of disintegration if things went sideways. The artifact was more restless now, vibrating at a harmonic no instrument could quite lock onto. Sometimes, when she watched, it seemed to twitch in anticipation, as if it knew she was coming.

“Here comes the boss,” a postdoc muttered, who’d taken to keeping a running book on how long before the next containment breach. No one bothered to shush him.

Izara ignored the comment, focusing instead on the readouts. She spent the morning running minute impedance tests, keeping her touch feather-light and impersonal, a reminder that this was science, not an audition for haunted house staff.

After a while, it became clear that the artifact simply liked her better than the others—it hummed...almost...under her palm, the pulses accelerating with her heartbeat. The loggers registered a ten percent spike in output, which promptly nosedived whenever anyone else approached.

She tried not to find this flattering.

“Subject responds with increased frequency to your proximity, Dr. Herrera,” the ex-military assistant, whose name badge had been replaced by a sticker reading ISO 9001 Certified Hype Man, said.

“Don’t anthropomorphize the experiment,” Izara said. “It hates that.”

A wave of chuckles rippled through her team. Even the artifact seemed to shiver in amusement.

The real breakthrough came during one of her extended observation shifts. She was logged in, her chin propped on a stack of gel pads, watching the artifact cycle through its latest pattern. The hum had shifted, now mapping to an algorithmic rhythm that made the back of her teeth itch. She reached for a new set of probes, barely brushing the Relic in the process, and felt her stomach lurch sideways.

She blinked, and for a microsecond the lab vanished. Instead, she stood in a forest, pine needles wet underfoot, the air sharp and cold, and the sky bruised with the pink edge of morning. There was no sound, only the thumping in her ears and a persistent sense of altitude. Then, just as quickly, she was back in Lab Theta, a wave of nausea tracing her spine.

The readouts were useless. The artifact, of course, looked smug.

“Dr. Herrera, are you well?” Hype Man asked.

She nodded, but the words snagged. “Anyone else...feel a shift? Micro-EM or otherwise?”

The team ran a diagnostic sweep and found nothing except a brief spike in some obscure frequency band. Izara typed up the event in her log, omitting the part where she’d found herself somewhere that didn’t exist. That would be for the second draft, or at least until she could explain it in equations rather than existential horror.

The episodes returned, growing longer and more vivid each time she interacted with the Weft Relic. Once, she found herself in a market square, the language around her a blend of archaic Spanish and something more ancient, the kind of accent you could only get from a mouth that predated dental care. Another time, she was underwater, her lungs burning, the green light overhead fractured by shifting currents. As always, she returned to the lab, breathless, her heartbeat skipping as if her body was struggling to reconcile what had just happened.

At first, she considered neurological side effects...hypoxia, micro seizures, some slow burn from years of proximity to inert objects with less inertness than advertised. She even submitted herself to the medical scanner, just in case her brain had decided to stage a quiet rebellion. But her readings were perfect. So were the logs, except for the part where every time she touched the Relic, it drew from her instead of the field grid.

She sketched her theory on the whiteboard in big looping arrows. Temporal interface...vector anomaly...feedback loop. Then, underneath, in smaller print, Stabilizer? Scab over wound? Because that’s what it felt like. Not a transmitter, not a bomb, but a patch, a Band-Aid on a part of the universe that had ripped and only barely healed.

Dr. Liu brought her a coffee, black and scalding. “You’re going to break something,” he warned. “If it’s not yourself, it’ll be the law of causality. Again.”

“It’s not causality if nobody notices,” she said, sipping. “Besides, there’s precedent.” She nodded at the containment logs, which now showed a twelve percent rise in output when she was near. “I’m less interested in what it does to time, and more in what it does to us.”

“Us, as in humanity, or us as in people dumb enough to touch that thing?”

“Yes,” Izara said and grinned.

At the end of her shift, she was summoned to a secure conference call. The oversights had finally found their courage. The director appeared on holo, a perfect grayscale projection with the expression of a man who’d just remembered every bad decision he’d ever made.

“We’ve reviewed the preliminary data on the so-called Weft Relic,” he said. “The Ethics Board has concerns. These incidents”—he gestured to a display, where every anomaly had been compiled in red font—“do not align with established risk protocols. We recommend you suspend direct contact immediately. Pending further review.”

Izara could almost feel her team watching from behind the glass. She chose her words with care.

“With respect, sir, if we’d followed the letter of the risk protocols, humanity would still be guessing whether the earth was round. Or at least whether the particle accelerator would turn us all into flavorless soup.”

“Izara—” The director tried for a warning tone, but it landed more as pleading.

“This isn’t about career advancement,” she said, each syllable crisp and certain. “This is about understanding a fundamental property of reality we’ve never encountered before. You want to play it safe? Lock it up in a box and let someone else find out what happens when it reboots itself in the dark.” She paused, letting the silence fray. “Or we could study it. Carefully. We are already past the point of reversibility, sir. The Weft Relic is awake, and it likes being watched. Especially by me.”

There was a long, painful silence. Somewhere in the lab, someone coughed.

“We’ll review your findings,” the director said, already half-disconnecting.

The holo blinked out, leaving Izara in the hush of her own authority.

She stood and returned to the artifact, her hand hovering just above the restless, shifting mass. “Don’t get any ideas,” she whispered. “I’m still the one running the experiments.”

But in the depths of the Weft Relic, she saw a pulse—something like amusement, or maybe anticipation. It glimmered, seeming ready for the next escalation.

So was she.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Lab Theta felt less like a cathedral of science and more like a sacrificial altar, with Izara standing in the dual role of high priest and most probable offering. The overnight cycle had left dew on the ancient walls, and every monitor in the place hummed with a nervous urgency.

She arrived at 06:00 sharp, anxious to start the next experiment, bypassing the sign-in station because she’d hacked the system years ago to accept her DNA as universal clearance. This was not a day for bureaucracy. It was for proof, or failure, or whatever came in between.

The team awaited her at the central table, a nervous semicircle in lab coats. No one had slept, and at least one tech was sucking down glucose paste to stay upright. The Weft Relic sat at the focus of a multi-tiered containment nest—electromagnetic fields, inertial dampers, three layers of mechanical buffer—in case science once again boiled down to hit it with a stick and see what happens.

She swept the room with a quick gaze. “Status?”

“Power grid at one hundred percent. Containment holding,” Dr. Liu reported, his voice tight as a bowstring.

“Environmental?”

“Negative anomalies so far.”

Izara nodded. She moved to the observation deck, where the consoles showed her a living model of every vector, temperature gradients, field harmonics, background EM flux, and a dozen other measures too arcane for anyone but herself and three other people in the world to interpret.

She brought up the anomaly logs. For the past forty-eight hours, the Weft Relic had spiked output in her presence and only hers. Other researchers got the standard reaction...low hum, minor field distortion. With her, it sang. It was the canary, and she the coal mine.

She pressed her palm to the glass, then remembered herself and donned gloves—safety theater, but rituals had their power. The Relic pulsed in response, its threads brightening and shifting, as if it sensed her anticipation.

The room fell silent. Even the air-recycler seemed to hush.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s make some history.”

A ripple of nervous energy swept through her team. Dr. Liu took his place at the secondary console, flanked by two interns who had, to their credit, not soiled themselves yet. The ex-military assistant manned the abort lever, an old-fashioned, red-handled monstrosity, but everyone trusted it more than the touch-screen equivalent.

Izara initiated the field. Containment flickered to ultraviolet, a shimmering dome around the Relic. Power meters jumped, and the artifact’s mass registered a fractional increase, like it was growing heavier with attention.

“Begin energy ramp,” she ordered.

The input was incremental, every jump in the current followed by a suite of sensor readouts. The artifact remained stable, if tense, like a snake coiled but not yet striking.

At thirty percent input, the lights flickered. At forty, the Relic began to vibrate at a frequency that set teeth on edge and made the lab’s coffee mugs skitter toward the edge of their tables.

“Seventy percent and rising,” Dr. Liu called out. His face had gone pale, his eyes glued to the displays.

Izara ran a quick diagnostic. All systems were within safe tolerance, but the artifact was drawing more power than predicted, and the interface logs were filling up with unknowns. She considered calling a halt, but the artifact’s patterns were still cycling, not plateauing. It wanted more.

“Ninety percent.”

She reached out, slow and deliberate, her glove just centimeters from the containment field. The artifact responded, its threads elongating and interlacing with frantic complexity. It began to shed particles, microbursts of some unclassified energy, like a living thing in the throes of panic or delight.

That’s when the alarms started.

First, a single whine, then a chorus of urgent blares. The interface panels flashed ERROR in every language ever standardized for scientific use.

“Containment is destabilizing!” one of the interns shouted.

Izara barked back, “Divert power to field dampers. Now!”

But the logs showed it was too late. The Relic was no longer responding to energy input at all. Instead, it was syncing with Izara’s own biorhythms, every spike in her heart rate mirrored by a surge in the Relic’s output.

It was using her as the conductor again. And this time, she realized, it wasn’t asking for permission.

The artifact grew, its threads extending within the dome as if reaching for her directly. One licked the inside of the glass, leaving a hairline crack that crawled like a frozen river.

“Abort sequence!” Dr. Liu shouted.

The ex-military assistant yanked the lever.

Nothing happened.

Izara’s breath caught; she was no longer in charge of the experiment. She wasn’t even sure she was in the lab. The room flickered at the edges, data overlays phasing in and out, her team’s frantic movements reduced to stuttering, time-lapsed blurs.

For an instant, she saw herself from the outside, her gloved hand poised above the glass, her eyes wide with shock and something else, something hungry. The Relic’s hum became a full-body vibration, rising to a pitch that pierced her skull and settled behind her eyes.

Her thoughts started drifting with an odd detachment. This is what the artifact wanted. Not to be studied. To be moved.

She fought for a hypothesis in the freefall, but physics offered nothing except the wild idea that she was being threaded—not through space, not through time, but across the seam where both came unraveled.

The world folded. Not gently, like a blanket, but violently, like a metal sheet twisted by impossible force. Reality warped around her, the ancient stones and modern sensors blurring together, reduced to lines and points, then nothing at all.

Her final, lucid thought wasn’t an equation or a formula. It was a memory...the first time she’d touched the artifact and felt it pulse like a second heartbeat. The certainty that the Weft Relic had always been waiting, and she had always been the right hand to grasp it.

Then the lab was gone, the artifact gone, her team gone. There was only emptiness, and the echo of her own name, stretching outward.

Chapter Two
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CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED to Izara in painful increments, like a system rebooting after catastrophic failure. First came touch...rough stone pressed against her cheek, cold and unyielding. Then sound...wind rustling through leaves, a distant bird call she couldn’t classify. Her eyelids felt sealed shut, weighted with the aftermath of whatever the Weft Relic had done to her. When she finally forced them open, the brightness stabbed like needles, sending fresh waves of pain through her skull.

She lay still, waiting for her vision to resolve beyond blurry patches of blue and green. Something was wrong with the light. It fell too directly, too warm against her skin. No lab, not even the ancient chambers of Theta, had illumination this uneven, this...natural.

“External environment,” she croaked, her voice scraping against a throat that felt scorched. “Status report.”

No answer. No helpful chirp from the lab AI, no concerned murmur from her team. Only wind and that persistent birdsong.

Izara tried to move, and her body betrayed her. Limbs that had once responded to the finest neural commands now felt leaden, uncooperative. Gravity itself seemed recalibrated, pulling at her with unfamiliar insistence. She managed to roll onto her back, and the effort left her gasping.

The sky above was wrong. Terribly, beautifully wrong.

It stretched endlessly, a canvas of perfect azure, unmarred by environmental shields, pollution scrubbers, or the familiar hexagonal pattern of the Institute’s containment dome. Clouds drifted lazily, unregulated by weather control.

“Open air,” she whispered. The concept itself felt archaic, dangerous. How long had it been since she’d stood under an unfiltered sky? Since anyone had?

Her hand scraped against grit as she tried to leverage herself upright. Pain lanced through her wrist—sprained, possibly fractured. The thin material of her lab suit was torn at the knees, the smart fabric’s healing circuits dead, its climate regulation offline. Blood had dried in a crooked line down her forearm, and a deep ache in her side suggested cracked ribs.

When she finally managed to sit up, the world tilted violently. Nausea rolled through her stomach, and she fought to keep herself from vomiting. Displacement sickness. The thought clinical, like the theoretical models of quantum shifting. Except those had always been abstract problems, not something that left you broken and bleeding on unfamiliar stone.

Izara scanned her surroundings with the desperate focus of a drowning woman seeking shore. She sat in what appeared to be a narrow alley between two brick buildings, their construction primitive, mortar crumbling in places. The stone beneath her was cobbled, uneven, nothing like the sleek composite floors of the Institute. In the distance, she heard voices and the creak of what might have been wooden wheels.

“Impossible,” she muttered.

She patted her pockets, searching for her communicator, for any piece of technology that might anchor her to rationality. Her fingers found only tatters. The specialized pouches in her lab coat, designed to protect sensitive equipment, hung empty and torn.

Everything was gone. The quantum scanner, the field stabilizer, even the emergency beacon that was supposed to activate automatically if containment failed. All stripped away, as if the universe itself had performed a thorough security check before allowing her passage.

Only her ID badge remained, miraculously intact in an inner pocket, its polymer surface warm against her fingers. She traced its edges, the familiar texture a small mercy in the chaos. Whatever had happened, she hadn’t been atomized. Small victories.

Izara tried to stand again, this time bracing herself against the brick wall. Her legs trembled beneath her, her muscles responding with infuriating delay to her brain’s commands. Three attempts, each ending with her sliding back down, before she managed to prop herself upright.

The world swooped and spun. The atmospheric composition here was different, richer in oxygen than the carefully regulated mix she was accustomed to, lacking the supplemental compounds that had become standard in her time. Each breath felt too full, too raw, overloading lungs calibrated for efficiency.

“Temporal displacement.” She tested the words out loud, trying to make them less terrifying through vocalization. It didn’t work. “Or spatial. Maybe both.”

Her mind began cataloging anomalies with the automatic precision drilled into her through years of crisis training.

Increased gravitational pull...approximately eight to ten percent above baseline.

Atmospheric variation...significant, suggesting pre-Environmental Correction Era.

The last thought hit her with the force of a physical blow. She’d seen the historical archives, of course. Everyone had. The ancient world was a favorite subject of digital reconstructions and immersive experiences. But those were sanitized, curated. This...the smell of rot and smoke and unfamiliar spices, the distant sound of hooves on stone, the unprocessed air filling her lungs...was visceral in a way no simulation could capture.

The Weft Relic had sent her through time. The hypothesis formed with awful clarity.

Fear, which she’d been holding at bay through scientific detachment, suddenly crashed through her defenses. She was alone. Completely alone in a world she knew only through historical records. No team, no backup, no technological safeguards. Nothing but her mind and whatever remained of her physical strength, which, at the moment, wasn’t much.

Izara slid back down the wall, her legs giving out as panic overtook her. Her heart hammered painfully against her injured ribs. The sky, that beautiful, impossible sky, seemed to press down on her, its vastness no longer awe-inspiring but threatening.

She’d spent her career manipulating the fundamental forces of reality, confident that there was no problem her equations couldn’t solve, no situation her mind couldn’t reason through. Now she found herself adrift in a sea of variables she’d never calculated for...survival in a world that existed only in textbooks and historical fantasy novels.

The sound of approaching footsteps jarred her from the spiral of terror. Someone was coming down the alley. Izara pressed herself against the wall, instinct urging her to hide, to protect herself from whatever new threat this unknown world might present.

As consciousness began to slip away again, driven by pain and shock and the overwhelming weight of her situation, one thought crystallized with perfect, ironic clarity...the experiment had been a success. The Weft Relic had functioned exactly as designed, as a bridge between points in spacetime.

She just hadn’t expected to be the one crossing it.

“Hello? Are you hurt?”

The voice reached Izara through layers of fading consciousness, measured and cautious with an accent that sparked immediate recognition in some academic corner of her mind. Pre-standardization English, with regional inflections she’d only ever heard in historical recordings. Her eyelids fluttered open to see a man kneeling beside her, his tall frame bent, his face bearing an expression of concern. He held a leather flask extended in one large hand.

“Water.” He held out the flask, and the simplicity of the offer nearly made her laugh. As if water could fix temporal displacement.

When she didn’t respond, he moved closer, with cautious and precise movements. “You’re safe. I mean no harm.”

Izara’s vision sharpened enough to take in details. Sandy hair falling in untamed waves, a face weathered by elements no environmental dome had ever regulated. His shirt was coarse-woven linen, the sleeves rolled to expose forearms marked with small burns and hands callused from manual labor. A leather apron hung loosely over practical trousers, stained with substances she couldn’t identify.

She estimated his age at mid-thirties, though the obvious outdoor exposure made guessing difficult. His gray eyes, keen, evaluative, studied her injuries with the focused attention of someone accustomed to solving problems.

“Can you drink?” he asked, bringing the flask closer.

Her throat burned with thirst she hadn’t registered until that moment. She nodded, immediately regretting the movement as pain shot through her neck and skull. He supported her head with surprising gentleness, the roughness of his hand against her nape a startling contrast to his careful touch.

The water tasted unlike anything she’d consumed before. It was mineral-rich, untreated, carrying the earthen memory of the ground it had passed through. She couldn’t decide if it was revolting or wonderful.

“My name is Bram Walker,” he said, his voice steady as he monitored her drinking pace. “This is my workshop you’ve landed beside. Quite a fall you must have taken.”

Fall. Such a benign word for what had happened. Izara’s mind raced behind the barrier of pain. His vocal patterns, clothing, the construction of the buildings...all suggested the early twentieth century. Before the Great Reshaping. Before any of the technological foundations of her world had been established.

She tried to speak, producing only a hoarse whisper. “Where—”

“You’re in Cardiff,” he answered. “Though your accent suggests you’re not local.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Your clothes are very unusual as well.”

Of course they were. Her lab coat and suit, though torn and dirt-stained, would appear alien to him—its synthetic fibers, the embedded circuitry now dead, the cut and tight fit of the bodysuit designed for utility rather than any fashion this century would recognize.

Bram’s hands moved to her wrist, his fingers finding her pulse with practiced ease. “Your heart is beating very fast,” he observed. “And you’ve lost blood. May I examine your injuries?”

She managed a nod, the scientific part of her mind fascinated by his methodical approach despite the circumstances. He checked her head first, his fingers probing gently through her hair to find a painful area at the back of her skull.

“Contusion,” he murmured. “No laceration, fortunately.”

His examination continued with clinical precision, her ribs tested with careful pressure, her joints rotated to assess range of motion, and her eyes checked for dilation. She recognized the procedure...basic trauma assessment, unchanged across centuries.

“Two ribs likely cracked,” he said. “Wrist sprained, not broken. Numerous contusions. You’re remarkably fortunate, all things considered.”

Fortunate was not the word Izara would have chosen. She tried to sit up straighter, and his hand instantly moved to support her back.

“I don’t recommend moving yet,” he said. “You could have internal injuries.”

“I need to...” What? What could she possibly say that wouldn’t sound completely insane? That she needed to find the Weft Relic, needed to understand how she’d been thrown backward through time, needed to calculate the variables required to reverse the process?

Bram seemed to read her distress if not its cause. “You need proper care,” he said decisively. “My workshop is just there. I have supplies that can help.”

He pointed to a door with a small, clouded window set into its upper half. Beyond it, Izara could make out the glow of what appeared to be actual flame, not the regulated plasma heating of her era, but raw fire.

“Can you tell me your name?” he asked.

Her mind raced through the implications. If she truly had traveled through time, anything she said or did could potentially alter the timeline. The most basic temporal theory, purely theoretical in her time, suggested minimal interaction. But she needed help, needed shelter while she figured out what had happened.

“Izara,” she said, finally offering just her first name. Her last name could wait until she better understood the situation.

“Unusual name,” Bram commented, but asked nothing further. Instead, he shifted position, sliding one arm behind her shoulders. “I’m going to help you stand, Izara. Lean on me as much as you need.”

The process of rising was an exercise in pain management. Every movement sent fresh waves of agony through her ribs and head. Bram supported her weight with steady strength, adjusting his stance to compensate for her unsteady legs.

“Slowly,” he murmured as she swayed against him. “Your body has suffered a shock. When you feel better, you can tell me what exactly happened.”

He had no idea how accurate the shock assessment was. The temporal displacement alone would have scrambled her neurological functions, disrupting the body’s internal rhythms. Add physical trauma, and it was a miracle she was conscious at all.

They moved in an awkward shuffle, her arm draped across his shoulders, his arm firm around her waist. Izara’s analytical faculties continued cataloging details even through the haze of pain...the precise weight distribution in his stance, the careful modulation of his pace to match her limited mobility, the steady rhythm of his breathing despite the exertion.

His hand at her waist was strong but considerate, his fingers splayed to distribute pressure away from her injured ribs. She noted with detached interest that despite her situation, her brain continued to process tactile information with scientific objectivity...a defense mechanism, perhaps, against the overwhelming reality of her displacement.

As they reached the workshop door, Bram paused to shift her weight slightly while he reached for the handle. In that moment of stillness, Izara caught a glimpse of the wider street beyond the alley, horse-drawn carts, women in long skirts, men in waistcoats and caps. No vehicles, no drones, no environmental scrubbers. Just pure, unfiltered, primitive reality.

Her breath caught, triggering a fresh stab of pain from her ribs. Bram misinterpreted her reaction.

“Almost there,” he assured her, pushing the door open. “Just a few more steps.”

Izara nodded, unable to explain that her pain came not just from physical injury but from the vertiginous understanding that she was witnessing a world that, for her, had existed only in historical archives, a world that had been dead for centuries.

The workshop enveloped Izara in warmth and unfamiliar scents...oil lamps, heated metal, herbs both medicinal and strange. After the shock of outdoor air, the enclosed space should have felt comforting, but instead delivered a new kind of disorientation. This room was nothing like the antiseptic order of Lab Theta with its clean lines and standardized equipment. Here, every surface told a story of use and purpose, of hands that built.

Bram guided her to a wooden chair near a workbench, lowering her with the same careful precision he’d shown during his examination. Pain bloomed fresh as she settled, drawing a sharp intake of breath.

“Stay still,” he instructed, moving away to gather supplies.

Izara’s vision swam, then stabilized enough to take inventory of her surroundings. The workshop was smaller than she’d expected but utilized every available space with methodical efficiency. Wooden shelves lined the walls, bearing rows of glass containers, some cloudy with age, others gleaming new. Their contents ranged from powders in spectrum gradients to liquids of impossible clarity.

A central workbench dominated the room, its surface scarred and stained from years of use. Upon it sat equipment she recognized only from historical texts...glass alembics with curved necks, crucibles blackened from flame, brass scales with tiny weights arranged in precise order. Beside these stood more familiar tools...calipers, measuring devices, notebooks filled with handwritten observations.

But what caught and held her attention were the symbols drawn in chalk on small slates, etched into metal plates, sketched in margins of notes. Circles intersecting circles, triangles within squares, notations she recognized with an academic’s detachment as alchemical shorthand. Science before it was science. Theory wrapped in mysticism.

“Alchemy,” she murmured, the word foreign on her tongue.

Bram glanced up from where he was preparing a basin of water. “You know the art?” His tone carried surprise and something like caution.

Before she could answer, a wave of dizziness overtook her. The room tilted sideways, time skipping like a damaged recording. When her awareness returned, Bram was beside her, his hand steadying her shoulder.

“You’re fading in and out,” he said. “I need to clean these wounds before infection sets in.”

She nodded, surrendering to the necessity of being tended to. His movements were economical and practiced as he cleaned the blood from her temple and hands, using a solution that smelled of alcohol and something herbal. He worked in silence, concentration evident in the slight furrow of his brow.

During a lucid moment, Izara studied his face. Up close, she could see that beneath the weathered exterior lay keen intelligence. His eyes missed nothing, cataloging her injuries and adjusting his treatment accordingly. He approached her wounds like puzzles to be solved, not unlike how she approached equations, methodical steps leading to logical conclusions.

“You have medical training,” she observed, her voice stronger than before.

His lips quirked slightly. “Not formally. Experience is a thorough teacher.” He applied a salve to her abraded palms. “During the Boer conflict, doctors were scarce. One learns what one must.”

The Boer War. Her mind scrambled to place it—late nineteenth, early twentieth century. The timeline was coalescing, placing her farther back than she’d initially calculated.

She drifted again. Time became fragmented, awareness coming in snapshots. Bram wrapping her wrist with practiced efficiency. The soft clink of glass vials. The scratch of a match, then the subtle adjustment of a flame beneath a small crucible. The scent of something being distilled. The creak of floorboards as Bram moved around the room.

These sounds anchored her, providing rhythm to her scattered consciousness. So different from Lab Theta with its electronic hums and the whisper of air recyclers. Here, every noise was organic, created by direct interaction between person and material.

When she fully regained awareness, Bram was offering her a steaming cup of dark liquid.
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