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Coal dust lingered in my throat long after the train sighed itself still. The Princeton station held the late sun on its brick like warm hands on a stove, and the cab horse at the curb flicked at flies while its driver read behind a folded newspaper, the cigarette at his lip burning a neat orange dot in the light.

Max stepped down first, his satchel pulled high under his arm, his narrowed look enough to tell me the plan was already in motion. My boots hadn’t even hit the platform, and we were already three moves behind him.

“This way,” he murmured, motioning for us to follow.

Chloe stepped lightly beside him, skirt catching the breeze, and I brought up the rear, still brushing soot from my sleeves. The train had been a coal-bellied monster out of Penn Station, and my lungs hadn’t yet forgiven me.

We passed a line of young men in tweed jackets and newsboy caps, laughing in the direction of a bicycle race on the campus green. Beyond them, Nassau Hall loomed like a cathedral to Enlightenment thinking—three stories of ivy-draped stone, with arched windows and a cupola tower that caught the sun like a coin.

“Quite a place,” I said, mostly to myself.

Max didn’t respond. His eyes were already fixed on the crowd gathering across the green.

“He’s scheduled to speak at McCosh Hall in an hour,” he said. “There’s a reception afterward. Faculty only.” He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses with a practiced push against the bridge of his nose. “But if we position ourselves right, we might—”

“Catch him before he goes in,” Chloe finished.

He gave a short nod. “Exactly.”

I glanced across the lawn. Students sprawled in small groups, jackets thrown down in the grass, laughter carrying faintly from the bicycle race on the far side. Faculty in dark coats clustered near the hall steps, waiting for the doors to open. “So what’s the plan? Tap him on the shoulder and say, ‘Hey, Professor Einstein, before you rewrite the laws of the universe—got a sec?’”

Max ignored me. He had already wandered to the fountain at the center of the walk, its griffin crouched on the pedestal, wings half-spread as though daring the ivy to climb higher. He opened a notebook—not the banded one, but another, thick with pencil marks and diagrams sharp enough to cut. At the top of the page: Einstein’s Itinerary, 1921 – U.S. Visit.

New York City, Washington, D.C., Chicago, Cleveland, Princeton, Boston—each stop noted in Max’s exact hand, as though Einstein’s schedule were another mechanism to be dismantled.

“He won’t be in Princeton long,” he murmured. “He’s been almost two months in the States—six cities, four lectures. Boston next, then the ship home. And if the rumors are true, he’s already under pressure.”

The word settled badly. Max never used pressure carelessly.

“What kind of pressure?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. His eyes had already shifted.

“That kind.”

I followed his line of sight. Two men stood apart near the elm trees. They kept their distance from the students, but their attention was fixed in the same direction. One held a cigarette that smoldered down between his fingers, the smoke curling upward without a breath to draw it. The other tugged at his cuffs, adjusting them again and again though they already sat straight against his wrists. Both wore gray coats, cut neat, collars straight. Neither belonged here.

“See them?” Max asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “You think they’re following him?”

“They’ve been shadowing him since New York. I saw them outside the Columbia lecture.”

“Security detail?”

He shook his head. “Too discreet. And too focused on who’s speaking to him, not on the man himself.”

The shape of it left a cold weight in my chest.

Chloe glanced from Max to me, then back again. A small smile touched the corners of her mouth, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve got this. You two stay forgettable.”

She was gone before I could answer, slipping into the current of students as though she had always belonged to it. Her dress didn’t quite pass for collegiate, but she had pinned her hair like a debutante and carried a satchel that helped her slip into place. By the time she reached the courtyard, she moved among the students easily, her presence unnoticed.

We waited. The fountain’s trickle was louder than it should have been. A pair of boys ran past carrying notebooks, their voices breaking with laughter before vanishing into the main path.

When Chloe returned ten minutes later her breath was quick, but her voice stayed even. “They’re speaking German. The tall one was fast, but I caught three words. Zurückholen. Baustein. Rücklauf.”

Max went still.

“What do they mean?” I asked.

“Zurückholen is ‘to retrieve,’” she said. “Baustein is a building block. And Rücklauf... it means backflow, or return flow. Like water running the wrong way through a pipe.”

Max’s eyes narrowed. “Backflow isn’t just plumbing. In a pump, it means the system has failed — pressure running against itself, breaking valves. In circuits, it burns out the source. In time...” He shut the notebook with a soft snap. “In time it means something that shouldn’t come back... is coming back.”

Chloe’s attention had already shifted toward the hall.

I turned just as the doors opened with a long wooden groan. The sound cut across the green like a bow across a string. Heads turned. Conversations thinned. Even the laughter from the bicycle race faltered. A breeze caught the corner of my collar, but I barely noticed.

Albert Einstein stepped into the courtyard.

He was smaller than I expected. His coat hung loose at the shoulders, like it had been grabbed off a hook without much thought. His trousers were wrinkled, one cuff slightly turned, and his shoes looked like they’d walked a long way on old cobblestone.

His hair, though—that part lived up to the stories. Gray, wild, absolutely refusing to settle.

It hit me all at once—not a name in a textbook, not the photos, not the equations—but the man. Flesh and breath and brilliance, walking like someone out for a lunchtime stroll.

He moved slowly, hands behind his back, eyes roaming across the courtyard like he wasn’t seeing us, not exactly. More like he was tracking something internal — an idea that had wandered off and might come back if he gave it space.

He didn’t look like a man about to change the world. He looked like he already had, and wasn’t entirely sure it had been the right call.

Beside him, an assistant — twenty, maybe — hugged a leather satchel to his chest like it carried secrets he didn’t understand. His steps stuttered to match Einstein’s. The boy looked nervous, and not just because of the crowd.

The two shadowing men slipped in after, keeping their distance. Their eyes never left him, even as the tide of students pressed closer. They moved with the practiced quiet of men who had done this before. Nobody else seemed to notice. But I did. And so did Chloe.

She peeled away as Einstein reached the steps of McCosh. Without looking back, she angled toward a cluster of wooden chairs near the entrance. “Better view,” she murmured. With Chloe, a view was never just a view.

She settled near the row’s end, posture easy, one leg tucked beneath her skirt. To anyone else, she was another student waiting for the lecture. To me, she was ten feet from the two watchers who had claimed the back wall as their post.

Max and I followed with the current, blending with the early crowd. Inside, the air was cooler, touched with varnish and the dry musk of paper. The hall was already crowded, rows packed so tightly that latecomers stood along the walls or leaned against the back doors. A brass plaque above the lectern caught the light, the university seal gleaming down on us.

Einstein reached the front and bowed slightly. Up close, the lines around his eyes showed more than weariness; they had the heavy, drooping look of a man who had spent too many nights with paper and lamp. He smoothed his moustache with the back of one finger before adjusting the microphone, which answered with a brief squeak. From his vest pocket, the faint chain of a watch caught the light as he shifted, then disappeared again. Polite applause scattered across the room.

“I hope,” he said, in a thick but careful accent, “you are not disappointed to find that I speak with the same accent as my equations.”

A ripple of laughter followed. Not loud, but genuine. A few professors in gowns smiled; a cluster of young women in hats exchanged glances. Chloe didn’t laugh. Neither did Max. I saw her tilt her head slightly, like tuning a dial. She wasn’t watching Einstein. She was listening.

The taller man leaned close to his companion and muttered something. The words were too low to catch, but Chloe heard enough. Her back straightened—small, precise. A moment later she rose, moving with the kind of calm that drew no eyes, and slipped down the aisle. She joined us again without hurry, gaze still on the lectern as though she had never shifted.

“He said, ‘It won’t happen here. Too many witnesses. We wait until the crossing.’”

Max didn’t move, didn’t blink. His stare stayed fixed forward, eyes narrowed to slits.

“They’re going to take him,” he said.

“On the ship back to Europe,” Chloe added softly. “They’re planning it for the Atlantic.”

Einstein began in full, his accent lilting over the microphone with a warmth that drew the room closer. His English carried its German weight, each phrase deliberate, as if every word had crossed the ocean wrapped in paper and twine.

“I have been told,” he began, “that I should explain relativity without mathematics. This is, I think, like asking someone to describe music without sound.”

Another ripple of laughter stirred and faded. He waited it out.

“So instead, I will tell you a story. About clocks, and trains, and the strange way time begins to slip when you stop believing it is fixed.”

He didn’t pace like a showman. He drifted, hands folding and unfolding, shaping the air as if thought itself might take form between his palms. The crowd leaned forward, not because he dazzled them, but because he spoke like someone who had glanced behind the curtain of the universe and felt duty-bound to report what he had seen.

“Imagine,” he said, “two clocks. Perfectly matched. One remains here in Princeton, ticking faithfully. The other boards a train bound for Chicago.”

A low murmur of amusement—local pride, easily lit.

“Now, the train moves quickly. Not as fast as light, of course, but humor me. We allow the second clock to ride across the country and return again, while the first remains behind, watching.”

He paused, head tilting as if listening for something beyond the walls.

“When the traveler returns, the two clocks will disagree. By a small amount, yes. But enough. Time has passed differently for each—not because the clocks are flawed, but because the universe does not keep the rules we once thought it did.”

He stepped back, letting the silence do its work. Then, softer:

“This is not a trick. Not sleight of hand. It is simply... how time behaves when it is asked to keep pace with motion.”

The breath went out of the room in a single hush. Not gasps, not shock—just that rare stillness when everyone at once feels the ground tilt beneath them. A few students in the back rose slightly
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