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  The Malfunction


Clarissa Berkwood leaned back in her creaky office chair, the faded leather groaning under her as she stared at the sleek device on her cluttered desk. The travel agency around her felt smaller than ever, with its faded posters of tropical beaches and ancient ruins that suddenly seemed laughably ordinary. At twenty eight, she had built Timeless Escapes from nothing into a respectable business. Schedules. Checklists. Safety briefings. Everything in its place. Yet the quiet ache of emptiness lingered in her chest, the sense that her carefully organized life was missing something vital. No passionate romance. No real adventures. Just endless itineraries for other people. 
The prototype time tourism device had arrived that morning via a private courier with instructions that read like science fiction. Experimental. One jump only for approved testers. Return automatic after sixty seconds. She had laughed at first, but the accompanying nondisclosure agreement and the very real payment deposit in her account made her reconsider. This could save her business. Or ruin it. Her fingers traced the cool metal band. It looked like an oversized smartwatch, elegant and deceptively simple with a small holographic projector on its face.
"One quick peek at 2055," she whispered to the empty office. "See the future city, breathe the air, then straight back. What could possibly go wrong?"
Her green eyes narrowed with determination. She fastened the device around her left wrist, feeling its subtle vibration sync with her pulse. The holographic display flickered to life, projecting floating text only she could see. Destination: 2055. Duration: observational. She selected the coordinates for what the instructions called a "neutral research laboratory" in the future. Safe. Controlled. Perfect for a first test.
Her auburn hair fell across her face as she leaned forward. Heart hammering, she tapped the activation sequence. The device hummed louder, warmth spreading up her arm. "Here we go," she said, her voice steady despite the flutter in her stomach.
The activation hit like a silent explosion. Colors bled across her vision, vivid streaks of electric blue and violet that swallowed her office whole. Clarissa's breath caught as an invisible force yanked her forward. The sensation was not like flying or falling. It was being unzipped from reality itself, every molecule stretched thin then snapped back together. Her ears filled with a high pitched whine. Nausea rolled through her gut. She tasted ozone on her tongue and smelled something sharp, like lightning striking sand.
Then the pull released.
She stumbled, knees slamming into a hard, seamless white floor that felt warmer than it should. The impact jarred her teeth. For several seconds she remained on all fours, auburn hair hanging in her face while she fought to steady her spinning head. The air here carried a crisp, filtered quality with an undercurrent of ionized metal. A constant low hum vibrated through the walls, the sound of technology so advanced it felt alive.
This was not her office.
Clarissa lifted her head and froze. The room stretched upward at least twenty feet, its walls covered in flowing holographic displays that shifted with streams of data and three dimensional schematics. Strange metallic orbs floated near the ceiling, emitting soft pulses of light. Through a massive curved window, she glimpsed a city skyline that belonged in a dream. Sleek towers twisted toward the clouds, connected by transparent transit tubes where vehicles glided without wheels. Flying cars. Actual flying cars.
"Holy shit," she breathed. "It worked."
A sharp electronic crackle cut through the air, followed by a man's voice, low and furious.
"What the hell? System recalibration aborted. Who are you?"
Clarissa turned toward the voice and found herself staring at a man who looked like he had stepped out of a future fashion catalog. Tall and athletic, he wore a tailored black jacket with integrated glowing circuits along the seams. Dark hair framed a face carved with sharp angles, and his piercing blue eyes locked onto her with an intensity that made her skin prickle. He stood beside a workstation where holographic interfaces had collapsed into scattered light particles, clearly disrupted by her arrival. Tools and components lay scattered across the surface as if her sudden appearance had sent a shockwave through the room.
Dr. Lucas Stenmyer, though she did not know his name yet, radiated raw authority. His shoulders tensed beneath the sleek fabric of his shirt. The way he held himself suggested a man unused to surprises, especially not ones that materialized in the middle of his pristine laboratory.
Clarissa pushed herself to her feet, ignoring the slight tremble in her legs. Her practical blouse and slacks felt painfully outdated next to his high tech attire. She lifted her chin, falling back on the sarcasm that had carried her through countless difficult client meetings.
"Well this is awkward," she said, brushing dust that was not there from her sleeves. "I was promised a quick look at the future, not an impromptu visit to what I assume is some mad scientist's lair. You gonna tell me this is 2055 or do I need to check my watch?"
His eyes narrowed. The blue seemed even more intense up close, like frozen lightning. He took one measured step toward her, then another. The movement was controlled, predatory in its precision.
"This is a restricted research facility in the year 2055," he stated, voice clipped and commanding. "Security protocols should have made an unscheduled arrival impossible. So I will ask again. Who are you, how did you bypass my temporal shielding, and why is my primary calibration sequence now completely fried?"
Clarissa felt a spark of irritation flare in her chest. She had just been ripped through thirty years of time, and this guy wanted to interrogate her like a burglar. Typical man. Brilliant, probably, but utterly arrogant.
"Clarissa Berkwood," she replied, planting her hands on her hips. "Travel agent from 2025. That fancy bracelet on my wrist was delivered to my office this morning as a prototype for time tourism. I activated it exactly according to the instructions. It was supposed to bring me here for sixty seconds and then return me automatically. Instead it dumped me on your floor and now the return function looks like it's on the fritz. So maybe instead of glaring at me like I personally ruined your day, you could tell me what went wrong with your obviously flawed invention."
Lucas stared at her for a long moment. Then he moved with surprising speed, closing the distance between them and capturing her wrist in his hand. His grip was firm, warm, the touch sending an unexpected current racing up her arm. She told herself it was just residual energy from the jump. Nothing more.
He studied the device, his thumb inadvertently brushing the sensitive skin of her inner wrist. Clarissa's breath hitched despite herself. Up close he smelled like clean ozone and something darker, more masculine. His jaw tightened as he manipulated the holographic controls.
"This is my prototype," he said, voice dropping into a dangerous register. "Or rather, an earlier version of it. The temporal tourism project isn't scheduled for live testing for another six months. The fact that you are standing here means there was a surge in the quantum field during your activation. A malfunction. You have stranded yourself in my timeline, Miss Berkwood, and in the process you have disrupted a critical synchronization I have been running for three straight days."
Clarissa yanked her wrist free, ignoring the lingering heat where his fingers had been. Her heart was pounding too fast, a confusing mix of fear, adrenaline, and something dangerously close to attraction. This man was infuriating. And unfairly attractive. The combination made her want to both slap him and keep staring at the sharp line of his jaw.
"Stranded?" she repeated, her tone sharpening with sarcasm even as panic began to coil in her stomach. "As in, I can't go back? That's not what the instructions said. They promised a safe, reversible experience. Your instructions, I might add, Doctor...?"
"Stenmyer," he supplied, the word clipped. "Dr. Lucas Stenmyer. And those instructions were never meant to reach 2025. Someone clearly leaked an unfinished model. This is precisely why I prefer to work alone. Uncontrolled variables create chaos."
He turned away from her and began manipulating a larger wall display. The holograph flickered back to life, showing complex equations that scrolled faster than her eyes could follow. Clarissa watched the muscles in his back shift beneath his jacket. Even his posture screamed arrogance, the set of his shoulders suggesting he already considered her a problem to be solved rather than a person.
"Well, Dr. Stenmyer," she said, stepping closer despite the voice in her head warning her to keep distance. "This uncontrolled variable has a business to run and a life to get back to. So instead of treating me like an annoying glitch in your system, how about you focus that massive intellect on fixing your broken toy?"
Lucas glanced over his shoulder, one dark eyebrow raised. The expression was equal parts irritation and something that looked suspiciously like intrigue. "You speak with remarkable confidence for someone who just violated the laws of temporal physics. Most people from your era would be having a breakdown right about now."
"Most people from my era didn't build a career on handling impossible client demands," she shot back. "And I don't do breakdowns. I do solutions. So tell me, is the device repairable or am I stuck here admiring your charming personality for the rest of my life?"
He fully faced her again. The lab's ambient lighting caught the sharp angles of his face, highlighting the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw. For the first time, Clarissa noticed how tall he really was. He towered over her five foot six frame, yet rather than feeling intimidated, she felt a strange thrill at the verbal sparring. His arrogance should have infuriated her completely. Instead it sparked something hot and reckless in her blood.
"The device is not a toy," he said, voice lowering into that instructional tone that somehow managed to sound both condescending and seductive. "It is the culmination of twelve years of research. The malfunction appears to have burned out the return matrix. Repairing it will require recalibrating the quantum anchors and sourcing a stable power cell that matches your era's signature. That is not a five minute job, Miss Berkwood."
Clarissa swallowed hard. Stranded. The word echoed in her mind, bringing with it images of her empty apartment, her unfinished client files, the lonely weekends stretching out ahead. Or behind. Time travel made tenses complicated. She pushed the fear down and replaced it with defiance.
"Then I guess you're stuck with me until you figure it out," she said, crossing her arms. "Unless the brilliant Dr. Stenmyer is going to admit defeat and call for help. Though something tells me you don't like admitting when things go wrong."
A muscle ticked in his jaw. He stepped closer again, close enough that she could see the flecks of silver in his blue eyes. The air between them crackled with tension, the same electric charge that had accompanied her journey through time.
"I do not admit defeat," he said softly, the words carrying a hint of warning and promise all at once. "But I also do not tolerate disruptions in my lab. You will follow my instructions precisely. You will not touch anything without permission. And you will refrain from using that sharp tongue of yours to question every decision I make. Are we clear?"
Clarissa tilted her head, meeting his gaze without flinching even as her pulse raced wildly. Part of her wanted to tell him exactly where he could shove his instructions. Another part, smaller but growing, felt an undeniable pull toward the challenge he represented. This man was everything she avoided. Arrogant. Controlling. Brilliant in a way that left no room for mistakes.
Yet here she was, chest tight with something that felt suspiciously like the beginning of an obsession.
"Crystal clear, Doctor," she replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "But let me be clear right back. I am not one of your lab assistants to be ordered around. I got myself into this mess using your technology, and I will be part of getting myself out of it. So if you want my cooperation, try treating me like a partner instead of an inconvenience."
For a moment, silence stretched between them. Lucas studied her face as if she were another complex equation to be solved. Then the corner of his mouth twitched, the barest hint of a smirk that transformed his stern features into something dangerously compelling.
"Partners?" he echoed, the word laced with dark amusement. "You have an interesting definition of the term, Miss Berkwood. But very well. Since you are here, you might as well make yourself useful. Try not to break anything else while I assess the full extent of the damage you've caused."
Clarissa opened her mouth for a retort, but he had already turned back to his displays, long fingers dancing across holographic controls. She watched him work, noting the efficiency of his movements, the way his mind seemed to operate on a different plane than everyone else's.
Her wrist still tingled where he had touched her. The device remained stubbornly inactive, its return function dark. She was stranded in 2055 with an arrogant genius who set her teeth on edge and made her body hum with unwelcome awareness.
She should have been
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