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  Chapter one
Discovery and First Leap


Dr. Lenaia Bedford leaned over the oak desk in her cramped university office, the lamplight casting long shadows across scattered notes and yellowed parchments. Midnight had come and gone hours ago, but sleep felt impossible. The artifact sat in the center of everything, a small obsidian disk etched with symbols that matched fragments from her own family archives. She had inherited it from her grandmother without explanation, only a whispered warning about blood calling to blood. 
Her fingers traced the carvings again, the sharp edges biting into her skin. Academic curiosity had driven her this far. Repressed desires she refused to name kept her here now. She needed to understand why the disk reacted to her touch alone.
"Just a little more," she murmured to the empty room, her voice precise even in solitude. She reached for the letter opener she used as a makeshift tool and nicked her fingertip. A single drop of blood welled up, dark and warm. She pressed it to the center of the disk as the old ritual notes suggested.
The symbols flared with sudden light. Lenaia gasped, her chair scraping back. The air thickened, pressing against her skin like invisible hands. Her pulse hammered in her throat. This could not be real. Yet the light pulled at her, twisting the room until the walls dissolved into mist and the scent of rain-soaked stone and cigarette smoke flooded her senses.
She stumbled forward and the office vanished.
1920s Paris unfolded around her in a wash of jazz and lamplight. Cobblestones gleamed under a thin drizzle. Lenaia stood on a narrow street outside a smoky club, her conservative blouse and slacks unchanged but the air itself alive with possibility. Her heart raced. Time travel. Actual, impossible time travel. The bloodline ritual had worked.
She steadied herself against a wall, breathing in the era. Inside the club, a saxophone wailed. She stepped through the door before doubt could stop her.
The room pulsed with movement. Couples swayed on a small dance floor. Lenaia's sharp green eyes scanned the crowd until they landed on a man at the bar. Lean, dark curls falling into his eyes, paint-stained fingers wrapped around a glass. An expatriate artist, clearly American by his posture, lost in the Paris scene. He looked up and caught her staring.
"You look lost, darling," he said, voice low and rough with smoke. He slid off the stool and approached. "Name's Thomas Piers. Care for a dance before the night swallows us both?"
Lenaia hesitated. Her academic mind catalogued the details. The cut of his jacket, the way his gaze lingered. But something hotter stirred beneath the caution. She nodded once.
He took her hand and led her onto the floor. The music slowed into something sultry. His palm settled at the small of her back, warm through the thin fabric of her blouse. They moved together, bodies close but not quite touching. Tension coiled between them like a live wire.
"You don't belong here," Thomas murmured near her ear. His breath stirred the loose strands of her auburn hair. "Too polished. Too proper. Yet you walked in like you own the place."
Lenaia swallowed. "I'm just passing through." Her voice came out breathier than intended. She felt the heat of his thigh brushing hers on every turn. The dance forced them nearer. His fingers tightened at her waist, guiding her with quiet command.
"Passing through," he repeated, amused. "Everyone says that in Paris. Then they stay." His free hand rose to brush a curl from her cheek. The touch lingered. Lenaia's skin prickled. She should pull away. She should return to her own time. Instead she leaned into the contact, letting the rhythm pull them tighter.
The song stretched. Their movements grew more intimate. His chest grazed hers. She caught the scent of oil paint and whiskey on him. Her body responded despite every careful boundary she had maintained for years. Heat pooled low in her belly. She wondered what his mouth would taste like, what sounds he might make if she let her hands wander beneath that jacket.
Thomas dipped her suddenly, one strong arm supporting her spine. The motion pressed their hips together for a heartbeat. Lenaia's breath caught. She saw the flare of hunger in his eyes before he lifted her upright again.
"Stay a little longer," he said, voice rougher now. "One more dance. Maybe more."
The artifact pulsed against her wrist where she had tied it with a scrap of ribbon. The pull returned, stronger. Lenaia felt the edges of time fraying. She stepped back, regret sharp and immediate.
"I can't," she whispered. "Not yet."
His fingers brushed hers in farewell, lingering on her knuckles. Then the light swallowed her once more.
She landed hard in her office chair, the disk cooling in her palm. The clock on the wall showed only minutes had passed. Yet her body thrummed with leftover heat. Lenaia touched her throat and felt the tender mark blooming just above her collar. A hickey. Impossible. She hadn't allowed anything that intimate. Yet the evidence darkened her skin.
Her blouse had shifted too. The top button now sat lower, the fabric slightly rumpled as though hands had clutched it. A faint trace of cigarette smoke clung to the cotton. Subtle changes, but undeniable.
Lenaia stared at her reflection in the dark window. Her green eyes looked brighter, her cheeks flushed. The repressed part of her whispered warnings about timelines and consequences. The rest of her, the part that had moved with Thomas on that dance floor, already craved the next leap.
She pressed her cut finger to the disk again, testing. The symbols stayed dark this time. The power waited. Lenaia exhaled slowly, mind already racing with possibilities. One accidental jump had left marks she could not explain away. She touched the hickey once more, feeling the faint ache, and wondered how much further the artifact could take her before she stopped wanting to return.






  
  Chapter two
Testing Boundaries


Lenaia Bedford stood in the middle of her apartment living room, staring at the small silver ring that had not been there the night before. It rested on the coffee table beside her laptop, its Medici crest catching the morning light. She had never owned anything like it. The design matched sketches from her research on Renaissance Florence, yet it felt warm against her skin when she picked it up. Timeline shifts. The phrase echoed in her mind as she turned the ring over and over. Her bloodline ritual with the artifact had already left marks, and now the present was rewriting itself around her. 
She set the ring down and checked her phone. No new messages from Roman. Their last conversation had been ordinary, but something in her reflection in the hallway mirror looked different. Her auburn hair fell with more volume, and the hickey from 1920s Paris had faded to a faint shadow, yet her posture carried a new edge. She touched the spot on her neck and felt a spark of heat return. The artifact sat on her desk where she had left it, the obsidian disk cool and waiting. Academic curiosity had started this, but the pull now felt like hunger.
"It's changing everything," she said aloud to the empty room, her voice steady but laced with something darker. She opened her research notes on the laptop and cross-referenced the ring's crest with known patrons. Alessandro Rossi. The name surfaced from her files on Medici circles, a wealthy supporter of artists in Florence. The shifts were not random. They tied back to her jumps. If one accidental dance in Paris could manifest an heirloom, then a deliberate visit to Rossi might reveal more about the artifact's power and her own limits.
Lenaia spent the afternoon planning. She cleared the desk, laid out the ritual notes, and pricked her finger again. This time she controlled the drop of blood, pressing it to the disk while focusing on the date and place. 1502. Florence. Rossi's private gallery. Her hands trembled once, but she pushed the doubt down. "I need to see what happens next," she told herself. The light flared, and the apartment dissolved into the scent of oil paint and aged wood.
She arrived in a sunlit gallery lined with canvases and marble statues. Afternoon light streamed through tall windows. Alessandro Rossi stood near a half-finished painting, his lean frame dressed in dark Renaissance finery. Dark curls framed his face, and his eyes lifted as she stepped from the shadows. He looked exactly as the records described, but the intensity in his gaze sharpened when he saw her modern blouse and slacks.
"Who are you?" he asked, his voice carrying the formal cadence of the era yet edged with curiosity. "No one enters this room without invitation."
Lenaia met his stare without flinching. "I'm a traveler with something to offer." She stepped closer, letting the light catch the silver ring now on her finger. It had manifested on her hand during the jump. Alessandro's eyes dropped to it, recognition flickering across his features.
"That crest belongs to my family," he said, moving toward her. "How did you come by it?"
She smiled, the expression feeling bolder than her usual careful demeanor. "It found me. Much like I found you." The air between them thickened as he circled her slowly. His hand brushed her sleeve, testing the unfamiliar fabric. Lenaia felt the heat of his fingers and leaned into the contact instead of retreating.
"You speak strangely," Alessandro murmured. "Yet you carry yourself with purpose." His palm settled at her waist, pulling her nearer. The gallery door clicked shut behind them, sealing the space. "Tell me what you want."
"To show you something new," she replied, her voice dropping lower. She placed her hands on his chest, feeling the muscle beneath the velvet. Her modern knowledge guided her next move. She rose on her toes and brushed her lips against his jaw, light at first, then firmer. Alessandro inhaled sharply, his grip tightening.
The kiss deepened when he turned his head. His mouth claimed hers with sudden hunger, tongue sliding against hers in a way that sent sparks down her spine. Lenaia's fingers worked at the laces of his doublet, loosening them with deliberate slowness. She wanted him to feel every step. His hands roamed her back, sliding under her blouse to trace bare skin. The touch was possessive, but she directed it, guiding his palm lower to cup her ass and press her against the growing hardness in his breeches.
"You're unlike any woman I've known," he growled against her neck. His teeth grazed the spot where the old hickey had been. Lenaia arched into him, her breath quickening.
"Then learn," she said. She pushed him back against a velvet-covered bench and straddled his lap. The fabric of her slacks rubbed against him as she rocked her hips once, testing. Alessandro's hands gripped her thighs, but she caught his wrists and held them still for a moment. "Let me show you."
She freed him from his clothing with quick, sure movements, her fingers wrapping around his length. He was thick and hot, already straining. Lenaia stroked him slowly, watching his face as his control frayed. His eyes darkened with raw need. She lifted her blouse over her head, revealing the simple bra beneath, then guided his mouth to her breast. He sucked the nipple through the fabric, tongue circling until she moaned softly.
The encounter escalated as she stood long enough to shed her slacks and underwear. Naked from the waist down, she returned to his lap and lowered herself onto him inch by inch. The stretch burned sweetly. Alessandro filled her completely, and she paused at the base to savor the fullness. His hands returned to her hips, but she set the pace, rising and sinking with measured rolls of her body. Each descent sent pleasure spiraling through her core. She leaned forward, whispering instructions against his ear.
"Touch me here," she breathed, guiding his thumb to her clit. "Circle it. Don't stop." He obeyed, the pad of his finger working in time with her movements. Wet sounds filled the gallery as she rode him harder, breasts bouncing with each thrust. Alessandro's formal speech broke into ragged commands.
"Faster, woman. You're driving me mad." His free hand smacked her ass lightly, the sting blending into the building heat. Lenaia clenched around him, feeling the first tremors of climax. She didn't slow. Instead she ground down, taking him deeper, her modern confidence turning the encounter into something that left him gasping beneath her.
Release hit her in waves. She cried out, body shuddering as he followed with a hoarse shout, spilling inside her. They stayed locked together for long moments, sweat cooling on their skin. Lenaia kissed him once more, slower now, before easing off. The ring on her finger pulsed faintly. Time tugged at her again.
She dressed quickly and stepped back into the light. The gallery faded, and she landed in her apartment once more. The ring remained on her hand, heavier now, as if it had always belonged there. Her blouse sat askew, one button missing, and a faint bruise marked her inner thigh from Alessandro's grip. Subtle changes, but they fed the growing thrill in her chest.
Roman arrived an hour later, keys jingling as he let himself in. He paused in the doorway, brown eyes widening slightly at the sight of her. Lenaia
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