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Chapter 1: Prologue – The Temporal Paradox
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In the year 2163, time travel was no longer a theory or a legend.

It was infrastructure.

Invisible corridors laced the upper atmosphere, humming just beyond human senses. Anchors pulsed beneath major cities like buried hearts, quietly bending causality so that diplomats, researchers and sanctioned agents could step out of one moment and into another.

On the surface, the world celebrated humanity’s greatest achievement.

Underneath, the people who understood it best were afraid.

To calm that fear—at least officially—the Temporal Authority had been created. It was part regulator, part priesthood: the organization that wrote the rules, monitored every transit, and swore it would never allow history to be twisted for personal gain.

That promise was why the auditorium was full.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting an amber wash across the cityscape outside, Dr. Amelia Reynolds stepped up to the podium at the International Time Travel Symposium. The stage lights caught the silver in her hair and turned it into a sharp halo; her eyes, dark and steady, did the rest.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, her voice carrying easily to the back rows, “time travel has given us the ability to step beyond our own era. To study the past. To model the future. To learn from our mistakes before we make them.”

She let the murmur of approval rise and fall.

“But,” she continued, “it has not changed what we are responsible for.”

A schematic of the global field appeared on the screen behind her: a lattice of lines wrapping the planet, dotted with bright nodes.

“The fabric of time is not a highway,” Dr. Reynolds said. “It is not something we can drive up and down at will without consequence. It is a complex, interdependent structure. A single unauthorized action—a conversation that was never meant to happen, a life saved that was meant to end—can send ripples through centuries.”

She gestured toward the projection.

“That is why the Temporal Authority exists. Our mandate is simple to state and difficult to uphold—to preserve the integrity of the timeline. We regulate access to the corridors. We license anchors. We audit every transit we approve, and we hunt down everyone we do not.”

The audience watched the lattice spin slowly above her, a glowing globe of controlled danger.

“We have developed strict protocols,” she went on. “No contact with your own past. No interventions that create paradoxes. No interference in critical historical events.” A faint smile touched her lips. “And no, we do not publish the list of which events qualify as ‘critical.’ Not because we enjoy secrecy, but because knowing which hinges hold your world together is itself a kind of power.”

A ripple of nervous laughter moved through the hall.

Dr. Reynolds let it pass.

“I am not here to frighten you,” she said. “I am here to remind you that this power is not a toy, or a shortcut, or a weapon for the highest bidder. It is a responsibility that we will carry for as long as the corridors exist. The Temporal Authority will do everything in its power to ensure that humanity’s future is not decided in secret rooms by those who would twist time to their own ends.”

She paused on that line.

No one in the audience knew yet that even as she said it, departments within her own organization were already pushing against those limits. That committees with innocuous names like the Continuity Commission were learning how to move entire regions of history, not just moments.

Dr. Reynolds did.

She stepped away from the podium to a standing ovation, but the applause did nothing to lighten the weight between her shoulder blades.

Later, in her office high above the nexus, the city lights spread out beneath her like a circuit board, she reviewed the day’s briefings. The screen filled with transit logs, incident reports, projected stability indices. So many lines. So many numbers.

So many decisions no algorithm could ever fully make for her.

For every unauthorized jump they intercepted, there were a dozen more requests from governments, corporations and individuals who wanted special treatment, special access, special exceptions.

Just this once. For the greater good. For stability.

She denied most of them. She compromised on some. She pretended not to see a few, when the alternative would have broken more than it fixed.

The power to reshape causality, she thought—not for the first time—was both a blessing and a curse. You did not have to abuse it personally to be complicit in what it allowed.

A ping in the corner of her display pulled her out of her thoughts.

NEW ALERT – INTERNAL INTEGRITY FLAG
ORIGIN: FIELD LAB 7
SUBJECT: ANOMALOUS LOG ACCESS
NAME: ALEX CARTER
She tapped it open.

A short, neat note from Internal Integrity unfolded. One of her senior dynamics engineers had been pulling deep-field records more aggressively than their current assignment strictly required. Old quarantined incident reports. Model deltas. Unredacted continuity simulations.

Nothing openly subversive. Nothing that violated policy on its face.

But enough to trigger a pattern-matching system designed to notice when someone started asking the wrong kinds of questions.

Dr. Reynolds leaned back in her chair.

Alex Carter’s profile hovered beside the alert: talented, stubborn, with a history of pushing back against “just trust the model” explanations. Exactly the kind of person the Authority needed to keep its machinery honest.

Exactly the kind of person who had a way of ending up in trouble.

She dismissed the recommendation box that suggested quietly handing the matter to the Continuity Commission for review.

“Not yet,” she murmured.

Instead, she tagged the alert for her own attention and locked her console.

Outside, the global field shimmered faintly as a sanctioned corridor flickered open and shut over the ocean. The world spun on, secure in the belief that its history was being carefully guarded.

Unbeknownst to Dr. Reynolds, the logs Alex Carter was reading contained the first loose threads of a decision that would shake that belief to its core.

In the days to come, those threads would pull their lives—and the Authority itself—into a knot no one on that symposium stage had ever intended.
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Chapter 2: Alex's Discontent
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Alex Carter gazed out the window of his small, cluttered lab at the Temporal Authority headquarters, his thoughts racing as they tried to make sense of the nagging feeling that something was off. As one of the top scientists working for the organization, Alex had been instrumental in refining the technology that made time travel possible. But as the years passed, he couldn't shake the growing sense of unease that the Temporal Authority's actions were not as benevolent as they appeared.

As Alex turned their attention back to the complex array of equipment on their workbench, he recalled the countless hours spent researching, testing, and refining the delicate machinery that allowed humans to traverse the fabric of time. Despite their significant contributions, they felt increasingly isolated and disenchanted within the organization, and a gnawing suspicion had taken root in their mind.

Late one night, while working on a prototype for a new temporal stabilization device, Alex stumbled upon a series of encrypted files deep within the Temporal Authority's network. Driven by curiosity and a sense that something was amiss, he managed to bypass the security measures and unlock the files.

As Alex delved into the documents, he discovered evidence of secret missions and unauthorized time travel, all carefully hidden from the public and even the majority of the organization's employees. The files hinted at a hidden agenda within the Temporal Authority, something far more sinister than the preservation of the timeline they had dedicated their life to.

Determined to learn more, Alex began a covert investigation into the conspiracy, keeping their discoveries hidden from their colleagues and superiors. They knew that if they were caught, the consequences would be dire, but the truth had become an obsession that they couldn't ignore.

As the days turned into weeks, Alex found themselves navigating a dangerous web of lies and secrecy, their trust in the Temporal Authority crumbling with each new revelation. The full extent of the conspiracy remained elusive, but it was clear that the organization they had once revered was not what it seemed.

With each passing day, Alex's discontent grew, fueling their determination to expose the truth and bring the hidden machinations of the Temporal Authority to light. But in their quest for answers, they would soon uncover a secret so profound that it threatened not only their own life but the very fabric of time itself.

The cafeteria’s viewport showed a perfectly calm sky.

It was lying, of course.

Outside the nexus dome, the upper atmosphere pulsed with the faint shimmer of the global field, the same lattice of controlled distortions that made the Temporal Authority possible in the first place. On busy days, Alex could see the flicker of active corridors—thin, bright scars slicing briefly across the sky before the stabilizers smoothed them out.

Today, the field looked like clear blue, pleasant and completely benign.

Inside, the room buzzed with low conversation, utensil clinks, the hum of overworked air recyclers. Screens over the food dispensers scrolled through the same bland assurances they always did:

STABILITY INDEX: 0.97
TEMPORAL INCIDENTS (LAST 24H): 0
AUTHORIZED TRANSITS: 142
Alex sat alone at a corner table, a tray in front of him. The food had been standardized into something that was probably technically nutritious. He’d poked at it for a few minutes, rearranged components into vague patterns, and then given up.

His attention was on the slate propped against his drinking cup.

On it, three separate log extracts glowed in tiny columns: corridor usage, buffer access histories, and an anonymized snippet from Continuity’s public-facing model summary. On their own, each was perfectly boring.

Together, the gaps between them were starting to itch.

Someone had been very careful about those gaps.

“Please tell me you’re not working through lunch again.”

Alex glanced up.

Dr. Elena Kwan stood on the other side of the table, holding a mug in one hand and a bowl in the other. Her lab coat was open over a dark shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow, a faint smear of something conductive on her wrist from a hastily wiped panel. Her hair was pulled back in a knot that had started structured and surrendered halfway through a shift.

The corner of her mouth quirked.

“Because if you are,” she went on, “I’ll be forced to report you for gross misuse of limited cafeteria seating.”

“Just trying to make sense of some discrepancies,” Alex said. “You know how it is.”

“I do,” Kwan said. “That’s why I’m asking if the discrepancies are worth cold synth-stew.”

He looked down at the untouched tray.

“That’s not the worst thing that’s gone cold on me lately,” he said.

“Cheerful,” she said. “Mind if I sit?”

He gestured at the seat opposite.

She set her bowl down, slid into the chair, and took a sip from her mug. The smell of actual coffee, or something close enough to fool his nose, drifted across the table.

“They gave you caffeine privileges?” Alex asked. “Who did you bribe?”

“I told Procurement I’d personally calibrate the backup stabilizers for a week if they stopped stocking the decaf,” she said. “They caved after two hours.”

“Monsters,” he murmured.

She let him sit with his slate for another few seconds, then nodded toward it.

“So,” she said, “on a scale from ‘some intern mislabelled a log’ to ‘we’re all about to fall into a temporal sinkhole,’ where do your discrepancies land?”

“Firmly in the ‘nobody else seems to notice, but I can’t unsee it’ category,” Alex said.

“Ah,” she said. “The most dangerous one.”

Her eyes flicked to the screen, quick and sharp. Even without authorization, it probably took her two seconds to identify which columns were which and what he’d been comparing.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time in the archives,” she said casually. “Raw logs, deep buffer. Stuff we normally only dip into when something’s already on fire.”

“Curiosity,” Alex said. “I was told it’s one of my better qualities.”

“It is,” she said. “It’s also one of the ways people end up as case studies in Compliance training modules.”

He smiled thinly.

“That a professional opinion?” he asked.

“A personal one,” she said. “Professionally, I’d say: if you’ve found something weird, you file it, you flag it, and you let a department whose job it is to worry about worst-case scenarios... worry about it.”

“And if the department whose job it is turns out to be part of the weird?” he asked.

She didn’t answer immediately.

Around them, the cafeteria continued its quiet chaos. Somewhere to their left, someone laughed a little too loudly at a joke about misaligned timestamps. A screen chimed an alert about a minor menu recalibration.

Kwan traced a finger around the rim of her mug.

“I’ve spent the last ten years watching this place hold the continuum together with duct tape and very earnest math,” she said. “When it works, it’s a miracle. When it doesn’t, we don’t always get to know why.”

“That’s comforting,” Alex said.

“Depends who you ask,” she said. “Some people sleep better not knowing where the cracks are.”

“And you?” he asked.

She gave a small, humorless smile.

“I sleep better knowing exactly where they are,” she said. “And how fast they’re growing.”

He studied her.

“You’ve seen this before,” he said. “Not this specifically, but... something like it.”

Her gaze slid past him to the viewport, where the fake sky showed its calm blue.

“I’ve seen models that didn’t match the sanitized versions we feed to the staff,” she said. “I’ve seen old training cases with redacted labels where the math says we shouldn’t have been able to fix what we supposedly fixed.”

“And you stayed,” he said.

“You say that like it’s a failing,” she said.

“Isn’t it?” Alex asked quietly.

“If everyone who noticed something ugly walked away,” she said, “who would be left to keep the ugliness from spreading?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again.

She took another sip.

“Look,” she said, “I am not saying ‘stop looking.’ If I wanted that, I’d file a quiet notice with Internal Integrity and let Havel’s people march you into an interview room.”

“...comforting,” he said again.

“I’m saying,” she went on, as if he hadn’t spoken, “that if you’re going to stick your hand into Continuity’s wiring, maybe don’t do it alone. Or in the open. Or with your name stamped all over the access logs.”

He frowned.

“My name isn’t—”

“It is,” she said. “I get copied on any pull that spikes field stability modeling. Your queries lit up my console three nights in a row.”

He felt heat creep up his neck.

“You didn’t file a report,” he said.

“Not yet,” she said. “I marked a few of them
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