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	1 — The Flowers Still Bloom

	The western slope of Mount Diablo had been burning for most of the night, and Captain Adrian Rourke had stopped noticing the smoke hours ago. He lay behind the shattered remains of a retaining wall with his rifle braced across the concrete, watching another hostile wave gather below. The mature dungeon mouth filled what had once been a shallow fold between two hills, its black stone ribs rising from torn earth around an opening large enough to swallow a house. Artillery had churned the approaches into overlapping craters, yet things still moved inside the red-lit depths. Dozens became hundreds as smaller creatures crowded toward the surface behind the remains of the last wave.

	“Red Two, shift left fifty. Guns, hold that draw.” Adrian released the transmit key and looked toward Lieutenant Owen Price, who crouched several yards away behind a slab of broken rock. The engineer display strapped to Price’s forearm threw a dull glow across the dirt on his face. “How long?”

	“Charges are still good. Primary initiation line isn’t.” Price wiped blood from beneath his left ear without looking away from the display. “We lost the western relay when that last heavy came through.”

	“Backup?”

	“Showing continuity. I don’t trust it.”

	Adrian almost smiled. Forty years earlier, Owen Price would have called that pessimism. Tonight it qualified as professional optimism.

	A machine gun opened on their right, its hard bursts joining the deeper hammer of supporting fires beyond the ridge. The first creatures broke from the dungeon mouth at a run, pale bodies flashing beneath artillery illumination as they spread across the slope. Rifle fire rippled along the company line. Several creatures tumbled almost immediately, others staggered beneath repeated hits, and the survivors scrambled across their dead without slowing. Human weapons still killed. Anyone who claimed otherwise had never watched disciplined soldiers concentrate enough fire on the right target.

	“Mortars are Winchester after this mission,” First Sergeant Mara Ortega said as she dropped beside Adrian. A crack ran along the edge of her helmet, and one sleeve was black with someone else’s blood. “Second Platoon is under half basic load. Third has wounded they can’t move fast. We’ve got maybe twenty minutes before this withdrawal turns into a footrace.”

	“Artillery?”

	“Still answering.”

	Three shells came down beyond the mouth almost as she spoke. The hillside jumped. Earth, rock, and pieces of creatures lifted into the darkness, and the mass gathering around the entrance disappeared behind a rolling curtain of debris. Adrian watched the structure rather than the kills. One of the black ribs split near its base, exposing a brighter red line beneath the stone, but the mouth remained open.

	That was why the demolition mattered. The Army could kill what came out. Given room, ammunition, aircraft, artillery, and enough people, it could kill a great many things. The dungeon itself was the problem. As long as the mouth survived, it could replenish faster than Adrian’s exhausted company could spend blood and ammunition holding the corridor shut. If they withdrew without collapsing it, the route through the foothills would reopen and the larger defensive line behind them would have another breach to contain before morning.

	Price glanced down at his display. “Backup firing path just dropped.”

	Ortega swore.

	Adrian rolled onto one knee as the artillery smoke thinned. More shapes were already gathering inside the entrance, with larger silhouettes moving behind the lesser creatures. Around the mouth, the demolition charges remained exactly where the engineers had placed them. There was enough explosive buried against the gate structure to bring the whole thing down if somebody could make it fire.

	He keyed the company net. “All callsigns, Rourke. Continue withdrawal by bounds. Nobody gives up the demolition position until I say so. Guns keep the eastern lane clean. Price, find me another way to initiate those charges.”

	“Working on it.”

	“Top, start moving the wounded.”

	Ortega looked at him for half a second longer than the order required. She knew his voice too well to miss what was sitting underneath it. “And you?”

	Adrian settled his rifle back into his shoulder as another wave began spilling out of the dungeon. “I’m making sure we don’t have to come back.”

	Price had barely started tracing the dead firing path when the next wave reached effective rifle range. Adrian shifted from the demolition problem to the company that had to stay alive long enough to solve it. “Second Platoon, collapse toward the southern cut. Third, move your casualties behind them. Weapons, thirty seconds on the center.”

	The machine guns answered at once, overlapping bursts tearing into the creatures pouring across the approach. Adrian tracked one through his optic, fired twice, watched it stumble, then put a third round through the exposed joint beneath its jaw. Around him, the withdrawal tightened into practiced movement. Soldiers covered one another because they had done it too often to need speeches, and Ortega was already at the worst point in the line, hauling a wounded rifleman upright while directing two others toward the ridge.

	Price crawled closer behind the retaining wall. “Manual trunk still runs to the gate housing. If I bypass the relay, I can probably get a local initiation circuit.”

	“Probably?”

	“I can make it fire from down there.” Price pointed toward the armored control station beside the dungeon structure. “Remote initiation from here is becoming less likely by the second.”

	“Keep working.” Adrian changed magazines and glanced toward Ortega. “Top, Third’s wounded first. Second covers, then peels. Keep enough guns downhill that nothing gets ambitious.”

	Ortega gave him a look that suggested she had several opinions about his phrasing and no time for any of them. “You heard the captain. Move.”

	The next artillery mission walked across the approach instead of striking the gate. Explosions caught a dense knot of lesser creatures and tore open the ground between the dungeon and Adrian’s shrinking line. The survivors slowed, bunched, and exposed themselves to concentrated fire. For several seconds, the system worked exactly as intended. Then something much larger stepped through the smoke.

	The brute stood nearly ten feet tall, broad enough that one shoulder scraped a black stone rib as it emerged. Layered plates covered its chest and limbs, dark mineral growths fused into flesh. Rifle rounds chipped at them. A machine-gun burst hammered its upper body and forced it half a step sideways, while a precision shot from somewhere higher on the ridge struck the edge of its left eye socket. The creature roared, raised one plated forearm, and continued uphill.

	“Brute!” someone called over the net.

	“I see it.” Adrian fired into the damaged eye plate, not because he expected the rifle to finish the creature but because every hit mattered. Another machine-gun burst struck its left knee. A section already cracked by artillery fragments broke away, and the brute lurched badly enough to give Adrian what he needed.

	He slung his rifle and drew the sword from across his back. The weapon had been ordinary steel once. Decades of cultivation, rebuilding, enchantment, and battlefield repair had left little ordinary about it, but it was still a sword, and Adrian still had to get close enough to use it. He accelerated downhill while his soldiers continued firing around him. The brute swung as he entered reach. Adrian slipped outside the blow, drove off his rear foot, and buried the blade through the fracture the gunfire had opened beneath its knee plate.

	The creature crashed sideways but caught itself with one massive hand. Adrian ripped the sword free and moved with it rather than retreating, staying inside the reach of its other arm. The damaged leg had twisted its torso far enough to separate two chest plates. He struck into the opening, felt the blade bite, then planted his left palm against exposed flesh beside the wound and invoked Ruin.

	Time moved forward through the living target beneath his hand. Flesh darkened and tightened as deterioration that should have taken years was forced through the brute in seconds. Its armor remained armor, the sword remained a separate object, and the earth beneath it did not age with the creature. Ruin followed the target Adrian had chosen and nothing else. Resistance fought him for several heartbeats before the brute’s body began failing faster than it could compensate. Adrian broke contact once its strength collapsed, pulled his sword free, and stepped clear as the armored mass toppled into the dirt.

	“Captain!”

	Adrian turned toward a soldier down near the withdrawal lane. The man had both hands clamped over his upper thigh, blood forcing its way between his fingers. Ortega was already moving toward him, but Adrian reached him first and dropped beside him.

	“Look at me.”

	The soldier’s eyes found his.

	Adrian caught his wrist and selected the living body beneath the uniform, body armor, weapon, and carried equipment. Reversion drew the soldier backward along his own recent history. The torn artery closed, shredded muscle returned toward its previous state, and damaged tissue became what it had been less than a minute earlier. The blood already soaking the ground stayed where it was, and the uniform remained ripped because neither was part of the target Adrian had chosen. The soldier sucked in a sharp breath as the wound disappeared beneath his hands.

	“Get up,” Adrian said.

	The man stared at his uninjured leg.

	“Preferably before something eats you.”

	That got him moving. He snatched up his rifle and headed toward Ortega, who gave Adrian one brief look before pushing the withdrawal forward.

	Price’s voice came over the net. “Captain, I’ve got the answer.”

	Adrian retrieved his rifle and looked toward the dungeon mouth. Another hostile mass was forming behind the smoke. “Tell me it’s a good one.”

	“It’ll fire.”

	Adrian heard the qualification before Price gave it.

	“But someone has to be at the manual station.”

	Price didn’t need to explain what that meant. Adrian could see the station from where he stood, a squat armored housing half buried beside the gate structure, close enough to the shaped charges that anyone operating it would be inside the collapse zone. It existed because engineers believed in backups, including backups nobody wanted to use.

	“Distance to safe ridge?”

	“About eight hundred meters. Once the circuit is armed locally, the firing lead gives whoever’s down there maybe two seconds before initiation. The delay circuit is gone with the relay.”

	Ortega had returned close enough to hear him. Understanding crossed her face before Price finished. “No.”

	Adrian checked the withdrawal lanes. Second Platoon was peeling toward the southern cut by teams while Third moved casualties behind them. Killing the brute had bought space, but the dungeon was already filling it. Lesser creatures pushed out around another heavy shape, and the controlled rhythm of the machine guns told him the ammunition problem was getting worse.

	“Price, take your people and make sure that trunk stays live until you’re clear.”

	Price looked from Adrian to the manual station. “Sir, I can fire it. I know the circuit.”

	“And I know how to press a switch.”

	“That isn’t what I meant.”

	“I know.” Adrian keyed the company net. “All callsigns, final withdrawal sequence. Second and Third move now. Weapons holds until Ortega calls them. Nobody stops on the near side of the ridge.”

	Ortega stepped directly into his path. She was shorter than Adrian and had never allowed that fact to influence an argument. “You don’t get to make this sound like routine movement.”

	“It is routine movement.”

	“It’s you staying behind inside the blast radius.”

	“That part is less routine.”

	Her jaw tightened. Forty years of war had burned sentimentality out of most of them, but loyalty had proved harder to remove. Adrian had watched Ortega carry men twice her size, argue with colonels, bury friends, and threaten a battalion surgeon who wanted to return a feverish private to duty. She understood the situation perfectly, which made the argument worse rather than easier.

	Price looked down at his display. “There may be another option if I reroute through the eastern trunk.”

	“How long?”

	“Ten minutes. Maybe fifteen.”

	A fresh wave spilled across the artillery-battered approach. Machine guns caught the front ranks, but the bursts had become shorter as crews conserved ammunition.

	“We don’t have ten.”

	Price’s expression hardened. “Then I stay. You command the company.”

	“Owen, the company is withdrawing. What it needs on the far side is an officer who knows which elements made it out, where the casualties are, what ammunition remains, and which pieces of this sector are about to fail. That’s you.”

	“And what are you?”

	Adrian glanced toward the manual station. “The man closest to the switch.”

	Ortega stared at him for several seconds, then looked downhill. When she spoke again, the objection remained, but the first sergeant had put it somewhere she could work around. “How long do you need?”

	“Enough time to get everyone beyond the ridge.”

	“I can have the rear element clear in six minutes.”

	“Make it five.”

	“Of course you’d say that.”

	“Top, if I started becoming reasonable now, people would worry.”

	The corner of her mouth moved despite herself. Then she caught the front of his armor and pulled him close enough that Price was the only other person who could hear her. “You fire it when we’re clear. Not before.”

	“That’s the plan.”

	“I know your plans.”

	Adrian covered her hand with his for a moment. “Get them out, Mara.”

	She released him and turned toward the ridge as Price removed a compact engineer key from his kit.

	“Insert it, quarter turn clockwise, lift the guard, then hold both contacts for three seconds,” Price said as he pressed the key into Adrian’s palm. “Green confirmation lamp means the circuit took.”

	“And if it doesn’t?”

	“Try again.”

	“Outstanding design.”

	“We build for soldiers.”

	Adrian pocketed the key and pointed uphill. “Go.”

	Neither argued again. Ortega took control of the final withdrawal while Price moved with her, checking the demolition trunk one last time before leaving the position. Adrian covered them until both disappeared behind the next fold of ground, then turned downhill and headed toward the gate.

	He reached the manual station with the next hostile wave spreading across the battered approach. The armored housing had taken fragments along one side, and its access plate hung crooked from a single hinge, but Price’s bypass lead remained seated. Adrian shoved the engineer key into the lock, turned it a quarter turn, and felt the circuit engage. A red lamp glowed inside the housing while the system waited for the final command.

	He crouched behind the box, brought up his rifle, and checked the company net. Ortega’s voice came through between bursts of gunfire as the rear element withdrew by bounds. One machine gun fell silent, then another as their crews crossed the ridge.

	“Rourke, rear element moving. Two minutes.”

	“Copy.”

	Adrian fired into the nearest creatures as they cleared the mouth, choosing shots that slowed the advance instead of pretending his remaining ammunition could stop it. Smaller bodies poured around the broken stone ribs while heavier shapes pressed behind them, drawn toward the retreating soldiers and the apparently abandoned position. Adrian let them come. Every creature crowding into the mouth when the charges fired was one less his company would have to fight somewhere else.

	The rifle locked open. He dropped the empty weapon beside the station rather than waste time searching for a magazine that wasn’t there, drew his sword, and waited with one hand near the firing guard while the mass below compressed toward the gate.

	Ortega came back over the net. “Last man across. We’re clear.”

	Adrian looked toward the ridge. Beyond the smoke and torn ground, the higher slope lay pale beneath the broken night sky. Yellow and purple flowers still grew among the scorched grass and shattered stone. He remembered those flowers. He had seen them through years of fighting around the foothills, an ordinary patch of color surviving beside places where almost nothing else had.

	“Good,” he said. “Keep moving.”

	“Adrian.”

	He lifted the firing guard. “That’s an order, Top.”

	The pause on the net lasted less than a second. “Roger.”

	A plated creature forced itself through the dungeon mouth, followed by a dense mass of smaller hostiles. Adrian waited until they crowded the approach and there was no reason to give them another yard. Then he pressed both firing contacts and held them while Price’s required three seconds passed beneath his fingers.

	The confirmation lamp turned green.

	Adrian looked past the black ribs, past the smoke, and found the flowered hill once more. Then the charges fired together.

	The gate structure folded inward under a wall of rock and white fire. The mature dungeon mouth vanished as the hillside came down around it, closing the corridor Adrian’s company had spent the night dying to deny. Captain Adrian Rourke saw the flowers for one last instant before the blast reached the manual station, and his first life ended with the mission complete.

	***

	 


 

	2 — The Crack in the Ceiling

	Adrian opened his eyes expecting fire.

	For several seconds he lay perfectly still, waiting for pain that never arrived. No blast pressure crushed his chest. No shattered stone struck his face. His ears weren’t ringing from the demolition, and there was no taste of smoke, blood, or scorched earth in his mouth. Instead, soft daylight pressed through closed blinds somewhere to his left, and a ceiling hung a few feet above him.

	There was a crack in it.

	Adrian stared.

	The crack began near the corner above the window, wandered through the white paint in a thin crooked line, split around an old screw hole, then stopped above the bookshelf. His father had patched it twice. The first patch had lasted six months. The second had lasted until a minor tremor opened the same damned line again, after which Daniel Rourke had announced that the ceiling could keep its crack until it actually fell on somebody.

	Adrian had slept beneath it for years.

	The building had been gone for decades.

	He lifted one hand toward the ceiling. The fingers were smooth. No scars across the knuckles. No thickened joints from old breaks. No faint silver line where a dungeon beast had opened his palm nearly to the bone during the Sacramento clearance.

	His hand began to shake.

	“No.”

	His own voice stopped him.

	Young.

	Adrian sat up too quickly. The room moved around him, not from injury but from a body that objected to being thrown upright without warning. He caught himself on the mattress and stared at surroundings he knew too well. The cheap desk by the wall. College books stacked beside a laptop. A faded hoodie hanging over the back of his chair. The small plastic model aircraft Noah had broken and then repaired badly enough that one wing sat a few degrees lower than the other.

	Adrian touched his face, then his throat. Smooth skin. No beard.

	The last thing he remembered was the green confirmation lamp.

	Then white fire.

	A door slammed somewhere in the hall.

	Adrian moved before thought caught up.

	He came off the bed, rolled toward the narrow space between the desk and the wall, and reached behind his hip for a pistol that hadn’t been there in more than forty years.

	His hand closed on air.

	Worse, the roll went badly.

	His shoulder hit the carpet too hard, his left knee clipped the desk, and the momentum that should have brought him neatly into a crouch carried him another half turn until his back struck the wall. A stack of books toppled beside him.

	“Christ.”

	Adrian stayed low, breathing through the shock while his mind catalogued the mistake automatically. Too little leg drive. Poorer core control. Slower recovery. His body had obeyed the movement pattern because the movement pattern was still his, but it hadn’t possessed anything close to the strength, conditioning, or cultivation he expected.

	He looked down at himself.

	Bare feet. Thin legs. Sleep shorts. An old university T-shirt.

	No armor.

	No sword.

	No rifle.

	No scars.

	The bedroom door opened.

	“Adrian?”

	He stopped breathing.

	Laura Rourke stood in the doorway.

	His mother looked irritated rather than dead.

	Her dark hair had been pulled back for work, and blue scrub pants showed beneath a light jacket. She held a travel mug in one hand. There were no bloodstains on her clothes. No dust. No burns. Her face was younger than the one Adrian remembered from his last photographs of her, because those photographs had already been several years old by the time Richmond died.

	She stared at him sitting on the floor between the desk and the bed. “What are you doing?”

	Adrian couldn’t answer.

	Another figure appeared behind her.

	Daniel Rourke leaned around the doorframe, already dressed for work in dark trousers and a transit maintenance shirt. “Everything all right?”

	Adrian looked from his father to his mother.

	Alive.

	Both of them.

	Memory hit with brutal clarity. Richmond. Sirens. A dungeon breach where there shouldn’t have been one. Streets torn apart before anyone understood what had opened underneath them. Adrian arriving too late because he had still been a university student across the city when the first emergency alerts went out.

	No Reversion then.

	No power.

	No training.

	Nothing except two names on a casualty list.

	“Adrian?” Laura stepped into the room. Her irritation vanished as she studied him. “Honey, are you sick?”

	He got to his feet carefully.

	He was shorter.

	Not by much, but enough to make Daniel seem wrong in front of him. Adrian had spent most of his adult life looking at people through the posture of a soldier, then an NCO, then an officer. Now his father stood close enough to put a hand on his shoulder without reaching upward.

	Adrian caught that hand.

	Warm.

	Living.

	Daniel frowned. “You sure you’re okay?”

	Adrian’s grip tightened before he forced himself to ease it. “Yeah.”

	Laura gave him the look that had once stripped lies from him faster than military interrogators managed decades later. “That didn’t sound like yeah.”

	Footsteps hurried along the hall, followed by Tessa’s voice. “What did he break?”

	She appeared beside Daniel, sixteen again, hair still mussed from sleep and a phone in one hand. Noah squeezed in beneath her arm a moment later.

	“Was that the desk?” Noah asked. “Because Dad said if you break it, you’re buying the next one.”

	Daniel looked at him. “I said no such thing.”

	“You were thinking it.”

	“I’m always thinking you should stop talking.”

	Noah grinned.

	Adrian stared at his brother.

	Eleven.

	Tessa noticed. “Why are you looking at us like that?”

	Forty years of graves, memorials, missing-person reports, casualty boards, and folded flags had taught Adrian how to keep his face still when it mattered.

	None of it helped.

	He pulled his mother into him.

	Laura made a surprised sound as Adrian wrapped both arms around her. Daniel’s eyebrows rose. Tessa looked openly alarmed, and Noah immediately began laughing.

	“What happened?” Laura asked against his shoulder.

	Adrian closed his eyes. “Bad dream.”

	She drew back far enough to examine him. “That must’ve been one hell of a dream.”

	He nearly laughed. Instead, he reached for Daniel and dragged his father into the embrace as well.

	“All right,” Daniel muttered, although his arms came around Adrian after only a moment. “Now I’m worried.”

	“Definitely drugs,” Tessa said.

	“At breakfast?” Noah asked.

	“College.”

	“That explains nothing.”

	Adrian opened his eyes and saw all four of them crowded into his bedroom.

	Alive.

	He had no explanation that wouldn’t sound insane.

	Something cold touched the center of his awareness.

	Adrian froze.

	The sensation wasn’t physical. It sat behind thought, too precise to mistake for dizziness or memory. He knew Temporal Control. He knew the feel of Ruin waiting behind one choice and Reversion behind another. This was neither.

	Words formed without sound.

	Chronicle binding complete.

	Adrian released his parents slowly.

	“What?” Daniel asked.

	“Nothing.”

	That was another lie, and Laura knew it, but Adrian barely noticed her expression. Information settled into his awareness with the clinical indifference of an after-action report.

	Adrian Rourke

	Strength: 8
Agility: 9
Constitution: 7
Temporal Power: 10
Presence: 12

	Cultivation: Body Tempering, Entry
Closed Cultivation Experience: 0 days
Temporal Strain: Clear

	Temporal Shackle: Bound I
Range: Direct contact
Intentional targets: 1
Historical Reversion Limit: 60 seconds
Throughput: Low

	Chronicle Coins: 0
Chronicle Storage: 1 cubic meter

	Adrian read it twice.

	Then he looked down at his arms.

	“Eight?”

	Tessa leaned toward him. “What?”

	“Nothing.”

	His Constitution was seven.

	Forty years of cultivation, battlefield conditioning, repaired injuries, reinforced bone, rebuilt muscle, and hard-earned endurance had apparently been reduced to the physical magnificence of an undertrained eighteen-year-old college student.

	No Coins.

	No cultivation credit.

	Body Tempering Entry.

	Bound I.

	Sixty seconds.

	That number wiped the humor away.

	One minute.

	The old limit.

	The limit men had named him for long before anyone understood what his power actually was. One Minute Saint. Reach them in time and death itself could sometimes be undone. Reach them too late and all the strength in the world didn’t matter.

	Yet the Hourglass was still there.

	So was this Chronicle.

	Neither explained the ceiling crack, his young hands, or four dead people standing alive in his bedroom.

	Adrian looked at his family again while the impossible new interface rested quietly at the edge of his awareness.

	He had died on Mount Diablo.

	He was eighteen years old.

	And whatever had happened between those two facts, he didn’t know enough yet to call it a miracle.

	***

	 


 

	3 — Three Months Early

	Adrian remained standing in the middle of his bedroom while his family slowly decided that the crisis had passed without ever learning what the crisis had been. Laura touched his forehead despite his assurances that he wasn’t sick. Daniel picked up two of the books Adrian had knocked from the desk, inspected the scrape on one cover, and asked whether bad dreams normally involved attacking furniture. Tessa wanted to know if this meant Adrian was finally interesting, while Noah announced that he intended to tell everyone his brother had lost a fight with a desk.

	Under any other circumstances Adrian might have answered them. Instead, he was watching the clock on his laptop. The machine had gone to sleep. He crossed the room, woke it, and stared at the date in the corner of the screen. Then he unlocked his phone and checked again. Same day. Same year. He opened a news site, then another, looking for something current enough that a wrong computer clock couldn’t explain it. Sports results. Political stories. A transit closure his father had complained about over dinner. Nothing belonged to the world Adrian had left.

	Laura lingered at the door. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

	“I’m sure I need coffee.”

	“That sounds more normal.”

	Daniel handed him the fallen books. “Try obtaining it without combat rolling through the kitchen.”

	Noah laughed all the way down the hall.

	Adrian waited until they were gone, then sat at the desk and began counting. The accepted date of Revival was burned into memory so deeply that he didn’t need a calendar. Every soldier of his generation had known it. The date schoolchildren later learned was convenient rather than perfectly accurate, because the first incidents had begun earlier and nobody had agreed when scattered impossibilities became one historical event. Still, it had become the line people used: before Revival and after Revival.

	According to the date glowing on his laptop, that line was ninety days away.

	Adrian leaned back in the chair. Three months. Not forty years. Not some vague second chance dropped conveniently before everything went wrong. Three months before the world officially began changing, while the early pieces were already moving somewhere beyond his sight.

	His eighteen-year-old body suddenly felt even younger.

	He opened a blank document. If this was real, memory was now an operational resource. Resources got inventoried before they got spent.

	The first name he typed was Laura Rourke.

	Alive.

	Daniel Rourke.

	Alive.

	Tessa. Noah.

	Alive.

	His fingers stopped over the keyboard. The danger was panic. Forty years of memory contained enough dead faces to make panic feel reasonable, but reasonable panic was still panic. His parents hadn’t died at Revival. Neither had Tessa nor Noah. The catastrophe that destroyed the Richmond neighborhood and killed his parents had come years later, during Adrian’s third year of college.

	He remembered the emergency alerts. He remembered being across the city. He remembered trying to get home through streets that emergency services were already closing. He remembered the casualty lists afterward and the sick certainty that if he had left class ten minutes earlier, driven faster, known more, possessed anything useful at all, he might somehow have changed it.

	But that day wasn’t today. It wasn’t tomorrow either.

	Adrian pushed away from the desk and walked to the window. The blinds opened onto a Richmond District morning so ordinary it hurt. Parked cars lined the street. Somebody was walking a small dog that had stopped to investigate a tree. A delivery van blocked part of a driveway while its driver carried boxes toward a neighboring building. Nothing crawled from a breach. No soldiers held an intersection. No warning drones circled overhead.

	This neighborhood was still home. It was also a place Adrian remembered as a graveyard.

	“Years,” he said quietly.

	That mattered. If he treated every remembered death as an immediate emergency, he’d spend the next three months sprinting between events that hadn’t happened yet and might never happen the same way once he started interfering.

	He returned to the desk and changed the document.

	Parents: Richmond catastrophe, third college year. Not immediate.

	That felt important enough to keep.

	The Chronicle waited at the edge of his awareness when Adrian finally turned toward it again. He didn’t know whether thinking of it as waiting was accurate. The interface had no visible personality and had made no claim that it was alive, helpful, divine, intelligent, or responsible for anything except the binding statement he had already received.

	He concentrated on Chronicle Storage first. The sense of space arrived immediately, one cubic meter separate from the room around him and currently empty. Adrian tested the boundary cautiously with a paperback from the desk. The Chronicle accepted his intent, but he stopped before completing the transfer.

	Testing could wait until he understood what he was testing.

	He shifted his attention toward the Shop. Categories unfolded: weapons, armor, cultivation resources, manuals, medicines, techniques, storage, formations and knowledge packages. More headings opened beneath those, enough to turn curiosity into greed with embarrassing speed.

	Adrian found the prices even more offensive.

	A Field Suppression Pistol sat at six Coins. A Marrow-Washing Pill cost twenty-five. Storage Expansion I cost thirty. The Basic Human Cultivation Manual was forty, while an Ashen Hourglass Control Primer demanded fifty.

	He had zero.

	“Of course.”

	Tessa called through the wall, “Are you talking to yourself?”

	“Apparently.”

	“Mom says that’s a warning sign.”

	“Tell Mom I’m cultivating eccentricity.”

	There was a pause before Tessa answered. “That was terrible.”

	Adrian smiled despite himself and returned to the Shop. The temptation wasn’t the pistol. He had spent too many years around weapons to believe ownership solved anything by itself. The manual was worse. His body sat at Body Tempering Entry, a foothold so low it barely deserved the name, and he remembered enough cultivation theory to know exactly how dangerous half-remembered practice could become. He possessed decades of experience, but experience with methods learned later under very different conditions was not the same thing as having a safe progression route for this body now.

	The Control Primer might answer questions about the Hourglass. It cost fifty Coins he did not possess.

	Adrian closed the Shop.

	Ruin and Reversion were still present. He could feel them when he reached inward, old weapons behind a door his younger body could barely support. The Chronicle hadn’t given them to him. He knew that much because he had possessed them before the Chronicle ever appeared. Whether it had preserved them, awakened with them, followed them, or simply found him after whatever had thrown him backward through forty years remained unknown.

	That distinction mattered. So did the gap between power and capacity. Temporal Power remained ten, yet everything around it had collapsed to the beginning. Body Tempering Entry. Constitution seven. Low throughput. Bound I. Direct contact. One target. Sixty seconds.

	He remembered what he had once been capable of and could still feel the old instincts asking for tools his present body did not possess.

	Adrian opened the document again and created four headings.

	Remembered fact.

	Observation.

	Chronicle statement.

	Inference.

	Under remembered fact, he wrote what he actually knew from his first life. Revival would be accepted in roughly three months. His parents had died years later in the Richmond catastrophe. Ruin and Reversion had belonged to him for decades. The world ahead would contain dungeons, cultivation, monsters, wars, good people, terrible people, and more opportunities to fail than he cared to count.

	Under observation, he wrote what existed now. He was eighteen. His family was alive. The date matched his youth. His body had reset. His memories had not. The Hourglass remained. The Chronicle existed and responded to him.

	Under Chronicle statement, he copied only what the interface had actually told him. His displayed state. The storage capacity. Bound I. Sixty seconds. One intentional target. Zero Coins. The final heading stayed empty longer.

	Inference: Chronicle brought me back.

	Adrian stared at the sentence, then deleted it. Chronicle preserved the Hourglass.

	Deleted.

	Everything will happen the same way.

	He deleted that one faster.

	A knock sounded against the open door before Daniel leaned inside. “Coffee’s getting cold.”

	“I’m coming.”

	His father glanced at the laptop. “Homework?”

	“Something like that.”

	Daniel studied him for a moment, clearly unconvinced, then nodded toward the kitchen. “Your mother’s about thirty seconds from coming back up here.”

	That threat still worked after forty years. Adrian saved the document and stood. Before closing the laptop, he added one final line beneath inference. Things I think may be true, until evidence says otherwise. He read it once, then went downstairs to have breakfast with people he had buried decades ago.

	The future had given him three months, and Adrian intended to learn exactly what he knew before he started changing it.

	***

	 


 

	4 — Tell Him Now

	Adrian woke before his alarm because forty years of Army mornings had apparently survived everything except the body that used to tolerate them. For a few seconds he lay still, listening to the house. Pipes moved somewhere inside the wall. A cabinet shut downstairs. Daniel’s voice drifted up from the kitchen, followed by Laura telling him that taking half a travel mug of coffee to work did not count as breakfast. The sounds were so familiar that Adrian’s older memories kept trying to place them beside people with gray hair and slower steps.

	He sat up and planted his feet on the floor. Yesterday’s conclusions remained unchanged after a night’s sleep. He was eighteen. His family was alive. Revival was roughly ninety days away. The Chronicle existed, the Hourglass remained bound to direct contact, and he had no Coins with which to do anything interesting about either problem. There were worse starting positions. Adrian had served through several of them.

	The Chronicle intruded before he reached the bedroom door.

	Opportunity Task: Tell Him Now

	A familiar certainty carried the rest without requiring Adrian to hunt through menus. Daniel Rourke would use a damaged folding ladder during his morning maintenance shift. One rung would fail under load. The fall wouldn’t kill him, but it would leave him with a fractured wrist and several miserable weeks of recovery.

	Objective: warn Daniel Rourke before the ladder was used.

	Reward: 2 Chronicle Coins. Three days Closed Cultivation Experience.

	Adrian stared at the information for several seconds. “That’s it?”

	Nothing answered. No dungeon. No monster. No impossible rescue window. He didn’t even need the Hourglass. He only had to tell his father not to use a ladder.

	Adrian distrusted it immediately.

	Then Daniel called from downstairs, “If you’re awake, your mother says breakfast is now compulsory.”

	“Coming.”

	He pulled on a shirt and headed down. Whatever the Chronicle was doing, the objective was simple. A soldier who refused an easy preventative action because he didn’t understand the intelligence source deserved whatever trouble followed.

	Daniel was standing beside the kitchen counter with a piece of toast in one hand and his work bag near his feet. Laura had already left the room to chase Noah toward school clothes, while Tessa sat at the table staring into a bowl of cereal as if consciousness had been imposed on her without consent.

	Adrian stopped beside his father. “Dad, don’t use the folding ladder at work today.”

	Daniel paused halfway through a bite.

	Tessa looked up. “Strong opening.”

	“I’m serious.”

	Daniel chewed, swallowed, then studied him. “Any particular ladder?”

	“The old aluminum folding one. Maintenance stock. Check the rungs before anybody climbs it.”

	His father’s expression shifted from amusement toward curiosity. “And why am I doing that?”

	Because forty years from now you’ll still occasionally complain that the wrist never felt right on cold mornings.

	Adrian kept that part to himself. “Because I remember you hurting yourself on one.”

	Daniel blinked. “You remember me hurting myself today?”

	“No. I remember you telling me about it later.”

	“That’s not better.”

	“It doesn’t have to be better. Just check the ladder.”

	Tessa leaned toward their father. “I’d do it. He looks disturbingly committed.”

	Daniel gave Adrian another long look. “You know, most eighteen-year-olds who want attention just dye their hair.”

	“Would bright green improve compliance?”

	“Probably not.”

	“Then check the ladder.”

	Daniel picked up his work bag. “Fine. I’ll check the bloody ladder.”

	Adrian nodded once. “Good.”

	The task remained active.

	That bothered him less than it should have. A warning wasn’t a result. Daniel could forget, dismiss it once he reached work, or find that Adrian’s memory had landed on the wrong week entirely. The Chronicle had identified an outcome, but Adrian had learned yesterday not to confuse a statement with completion.

	He also had no intention of sitting around staring at the interface until something changed.

	After breakfast he helped Noah find a missing school shoe, endured Tessa’s suggestion that his new career as a household prophet should include lottery numbers, then left the house on foot. The body under him still offended his expectations. Forty years of movement memory told him what pace should feel comfortable. His lungs and legs disagreed after six blocks, so Adrian slowed rather than pretending otherwise.

	San Francisco moved around him with the ordinary impatience of a weekday morning. Buses stopped and started. Cars nosed through intersections. People carried coffee, argued into phones, walked dogs and hurried children toward school. Nobody knew that the rules underneath their lives had already begun changing.

	He knew pieces of what came next. That was enough to act on, not enough to worship.

	His phone buzzed just before noon.

	Dad.

	Adrian answered immediately. “You check it?”

	Daniel didn’t bother with hello. “You’re an irritating child.”

	“That sounds promising.”

	“I checked the ladder.”

	“And?”

	“One of the lower rung joints was cracked almost through.”

	Adrian stopped walking.

	Daniel continued, the irritation in his voice losing ground to something more thoughtful. “You couldn’t see it properly until we opened it and put weight against the frame. Another couple of climbs and I’d have found out the exciting way.”

	“What did you do?”

	“Tagged it out and pulled it from service. We’ve got another ladder.”

	There it was. Not a prediction sitting untouched in his head. Not a remembered injury waiting faithfully for its scheduled date. Daniel had checked because Adrian told him to. The damaged ladder would not be used. Whatever sequence had once ended with a fractured wrist had been interrupted by a thirty-second conversation over breakfast.

	Adrian looked across the street at a woman arguing cheerfully with a parking meter and felt the scale of what had just happened. Small didn’t mean meaningless.

	Daniel was quiet for a moment. “Adrian, how exactly did you know?”

	The easy answer would have been to lie badly. The full answer would have been worse.

	“I remembered you telling me about the injury years later.”

	“In the future?”

	“Yes.”

	His father exhaled slowly. “We’re going to have a longer conversation about whatever is going on with you.”

	“I assumed we might.”

	“Tonight.”

	“Fair.”

	“And if you remember me being hit by a bus, I’d appreciate some notice.”

	Adrian smiled. “I’ll put you high on the list.”

	“There’s a list?”

	“No.”

	“Good. For a second there you sounded like your mother.”

	Daniel hung up before Adrian could answer.

	The Chronicle changed almost immediately.

	Opportunity Task Complete: Tell Him Now

	Reward: 2 Chronicle Coins

	Reward: Three days Closed Cultivation Experience

	Adrian felt the resources settle into availability with the same strange certainty that accompanied Chronicle Storage. Two Coins existed where none had existed that morning. The three days of cultivation experience were different. They felt banked rather than absorbed, potential waiting behind a locked door.

	He knew why. Body Tempering Entry was not a method. Experience without a proper route was only stored opportunity. Three days would not magically supply a cultivation manual, repair his weak Constitution, or rebuild the body he remembered having. That was fine. Ammunition that didn’t yet fit the weapon was still ammunition if the right weapon came later.

	More important was the task itself.

	The Chronicle had identified a preventable event. Adrian had acted. Daniel’s choices changed because of that action, and the remembered injury no longer occurred. The future was not a film he had been sent back to watch again. It could move.

	That should have been comforting. Instead, Adrian found himself thinking about everything else he remembered. Deaths. Accidents. Bad decisions. Men who had enlisted too late, arrived too early, taken the wrong road, trusted the wrong person, or stood in the wrong place when the world changed around them. Forty years contained far too many of those moments for one man to chase individually, and most of his memories were nowhere near precise enough to turn into warnings.

	But some were.

	Adrian slipped the phone into his pocket and started walking again. He didn’t need a research project. He needed targets he could actually affect, in the order they mattered.

	The Chronicle had paid him two Coins for preventing a broken wrist.

	He wanted to know what it would offer when the stakes became larger.

	***

	 


 

	5 — A Bad Morning to Drive

	Adrian was halfway through his second cup of coffee when the Chronicle reminded him that saving people was rarely as clean as telling his father to inspect a ladder. The information arrived without warning, carrying the same absolute certainty as yesterday’s task but none of its harmless simplicity. An intoxicated man would get into his car that morning and drive. Someone would die because of it. Adrian knew the accident. He remembered the photographs afterward, the crushed vehicles, the flowers left beside a light pole, and the brief burst of public anger before forty years of larger disasters buried one ordinary death beneath millions of others.

	The Chronicle supplied enough to act. The driver, the vehicle, and the place from which he would leave were clear. So was the objective: prevent him from driving while intoxicated. The reward was four Chronicle Coins and seven days of Closed Cultivation Experience. Adrian read it twice, less because he doubted the task than because his memory offered only pieces around it. He remembered the fatal result. He remembered that alcohol had been involved. He did not remember precisely when the man had started drinking, why he had been driving so early, or whether anybody else had tried to stop him. Forty years later, the details had mattered less than the person who never made it home.

	Tessa noticed his expression from across the kitchen table. “Another prophecy?”

	Adrian looked at her. “What?”

	“You’ve got the face again.”

	“I have a face?”

	“The weird one where you stare at nothing like invisible people are giving you instructions.” She lifted her spoon toward him. “Yesterday it was Dad’s ladder. Today I’m guessing meteor strike.”

	Laura came in wearing hospital scrubs beneath her jacket and reached for her travel mug. “Please don’t encourage him before I leave for work.”

	“No meteors,” Adrian said. He stood and carried his cup to the sink. “I need to go out.”

	His mother glanced at the clock. “You have plans?”

	“I do now.”

	Tessa narrowed her eyes. “That was definitely prophecy voice.”

	Adrian ignored her and headed for the hall. The driver was less than two miles away, and the Chronicle’s certainty had included something more important than distance. The window was closing.

	He walked fast until his younger body began reminding him that eighteen-year-old Adrian Rourke had never spent decades keeping himself ready for war. The irritation lasted about half a block. Then he accepted the pace his lungs would support and kept moving. He could rebuild the body later, once he had a method worth using. Today he needed enough breath left to handle one drunk civilian without embarrassing himself.

	The address led him to a narrow residential street where garages sat beneath closely packed buildings and parked cars occupied nearly every available space. Adrian recognized the vehicle before he recognized the man beside it. The sedan was older than he remembered from the accident photographs, which made sense. In those pictures the front half had barely existed. Now it sat intact at the curb while its owner struggled with the driver’s door and dropped his keys.

	Adrian crossed the street. The man was somewhere in his thirties, large through the shoulders, badly shaved, and dressed as though he had started yesterday without ever formally ending it. His movements answered the question of whether the Chronicle had exaggerated his condition.

	“Hey,” Adrian called. “You shouldn’t drive.”

	The man looked over, squinting at him. “Mind your business.”

	“I’m trying to.”

	“That doesn’t even make sense.”

	“It will if you give me the keys.”

	The man stared for a second, then laughed. “Kid, get lost.”

	Adrian stopped several feet away. He could smell alcohol from there. “Call a cab. Call somebody you know. Go upstairs and sleep it off. Pick one.”

	The man finally managed to fit the key into the lock. “I said get lost.”

	Adrian had spent much of his first life dealing with people whose bad decisions could get others killed. Most could be persuaded when consequences were made sufficiently clear. Some required rank. Some required friends. Some required a military police patrol standing behind the person doing the persuading.

	He currently possessed none of those advantages.

	He tried once more. “You’re drunk enough that you can barely open the car. If you drive, you’re going to hurt somebody.”

	That got the man’s attention. He turned fully and took two steps toward Adrian. “You a cop?”

	“No.”

	“Then you got no reason to be standing here.”

	“I’ve got a very good reason.”

	The man shoved him.

	Adrian moved with it rather than fighting the force. The old instincts were there. The young body was not. He gave ground, recovered his balance, and felt a brief flare of annoyance at how much heavier the shove had seemed than it should have.

	The driver grinned. “There. Now go home.”

	Adrian looked past him toward the car. Persuasion had failed. Calling police might work eventually, but eventually was a poor word to build a prevention plan around when the man already had his keys in hand. Adrian could try to stall him until someone arrived. He could damage the car with Ruin, though using an impossible temporal ability in the middle of a San Francisco street to avoid punching one drunk man seemed an unnecessarily dramatic solution.

	There was a simpler option.

	“Last chance,” Adrian said. “Give me the keys.”

	The man swore at him and reached for his shoulder.

	Adrian stepped inside the grab, trapped the wrist, and turned his hips. Forty years of technique met eighteen years of insufficient conditioning, but technique won easily enough against someone whose balance had been soaked in alcohol. The man stumbled forward. Adrian redirected him against the side of the car, controlled the arm behind his back, and took the keys from his hand.

	“What the hell?”

	“Stay down.”

	The man twisted violently. Adrian let the pressure off before the shoulder joint took damage, shifted his grip, and swept one leg out from under him. The driver hit the pavement hard enough to become offended without hitting it hard enough to become injured.

	He rolled over, furious. “You little bastard.”

	Adrian backed away with the keys. “You’re not driving.”

	The man surged to his feet.

	Adrian considered his options for roughly half a second. Then he punched him.

	It was not an elegant punch. His timing was excellent, his placement was controlled, and his current Strength remained the disappointing product of a teenager who had not trained properly. The result was still enough. Adrian caught him squarely, and the man staggered backward into the car with both hands rising toward his face.

	For several seconds they looked at one another.

	“You hit me.”

	“You noticed.”

	“I’m calling the cops.”

	“Please do.”

	That response caused visible confusion.

	Adrian held up the keys. “Tell them the kid who stopped you from driving drunk is waiting with your car keys.”

	The man’s anger faltered as the logic fought its way through the alcohol. “Give those back.”

	“No.”

	“They’re mine.”

	“Yes.”

	“You stole them.”

	“I took them after you tried to put me through your car door.”

	“I shoved you.”

	“Mention that part too.”

	A curtain moved in an upstairs window. Someone farther down the sidewalk had stopped walking and was watching openly now. Adrian was aware of how the scene would look to anyone arriving late: an eighteen-year-old holding another man’s keys while the older man leaned against a car with a reddening face.

	He could live with that.

	The driver apparently decided he could not. He came forward again, but slower this time. Adrian shifted his stance, and enough of forty years showed in the movement that even a drunk man recognized the warning.

	“Don’t,” Adrian said. “You’re going to lose this argument twice.”

	The man stopped.

	A woman had emerged from the building behind them. She looked from Adrian to the driver, then to the keys in Adrian’s hand. “What’s going on?”

	“He’s drunk,” Adrian said. “He was leaving.”

	The woman closed her eyes briefly. “Again?”

	That single word told Adrian more than his memory had. She walked directly toward the driver, fury replacing surprise. “Are you kidding me? You promised me you were done with this.”

	“Stay out of it.”

	“No. Give me the keys.”

	“He’s got them.”

	She looked at Adrian. “Keep them.”

	“Gladly.”

	The driver stared at both of them as though betrayal had become a group activity. “I have to be somewhere.”

	The woman pulled out her phone. “Then you’re getting a ride.”

	“I can drive.”

	“No, you can’t.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“You can barely stand still.”

	Adrian let the argument continue without joining it. The important part had changed. The driver no longer had access to the car, another adult who knew him was present, and the possibility of simply overpowering an interfering teenager had disappeared once that teenager acquired a witness prepared to call for help.

	The driver swore again and kicked the tire. Adrian almost told him the tire had done nothing wrong, but decided the situation had received enough assistance from his sense of humor.

	The woman looked at Adrian. “Did he hurt you?”

	“No.”

	“You hit him?”

	“He was persistent.”

	The driver pointed at Adrian. “He attacked me.”

	“You were trying to drive drunk.”

	“That doesn’t mean he gets to punch me.”

	Adrian considered that. “Legally, you may have a point.”

	The woman stared at him.

	He shrugged. “I didn’t say this was my best morning.”

	She made a sound suspiciously close to a laugh, caught herself, and turned it into an exasperated breath. “Give me the keys. I’ll make sure he doesn’t get them.”

	Adrian studied her for a moment. She was sober, angry, and clearly familiar with the problem. More importantly, the Chronicle task remained active. He kept the keys.

	“I’ll wait until his ride gets here.”

	The driver threw up both hands. “Who even are you?”

	“Nobody important.”

	“That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said.”

	“Good. We’re making progress.”

	It took another twelve minutes. The woman made two calls, rejected the driver’s repeated insistence that he could walk back upstairs and retrieve a spare key, and eventually persuaded a relative to come get him. Adrian stayed close enough to interfere if necessary and far enough away that the situation didn’t become another contest of pride.

	When a pickup stopped at the curb, the driver’s relative climbed out, took one look at the scene, and began swearing at him with the exhausted familiarity of someone who had done it before. The woman explained enough to make Adrian unnecessary. He handed her the keys only after the driver had been put into the passenger seat of the pickup.

	The Chronicle changed as the truck pulled away.

	The fatal drive had been prevented. The Opportunity Task was complete.

	Adrian stood beside the intact sedan and watched ordinary traffic continue through the intersection at the end of the block. Somewhere along the route the man should have taken, another driver was making a turn, somebody was crossing a street, and somebody who had once died this morning would continue through the day without ever knowing how close history had come to repeating itself.

	The woman beside him looked at his knuckles. “You should put ice on that.”

	Adrian flexed his hand. “I’ve had worse.”

	“You’re eighteen.”

	He looked at her. “That doesn’t make the knuckles different.”

	“It makes that answer strange.”

	He had no useful response to that.

	She took the car keys and shook her head. “Thanks. I think.”

	“That’s probably the correct amount of gratitude.”

	“You really should’ve called the police.”

	“Probably.”

	“You know you could get in trouble for punching people.”

	“Also probably.”

	She studied him for another second. “You’re a weird kid.”

	Adrian smiled faintly. “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately.”

	He left before the conversation could become more complicated. By the time he reached the next block, four Chronicle Coins had joined the two he already held, and seven more days of Closed Cultivation Experience had settled into the same inaccessible bank as the first three. Six Coins. Ten days of cultivation experience. Neither changed the fact that he still lacked a proper cultivation method, and he had no intention of buying something merely because his balance had finally reached the price of one shop item.

	What mattered more was the lesson.

	Yesterday, a conversation had been enough. Today, conversation had failed and Adrian had been forced to decide how much interference was justified before a remembered death occurred. He had stolen a man’s keys, put him on the pavement, and punched him in the face. None of it was admirable in isolation. All of it was preferable to standing beside a wreck later and congratulating himself for having respected a drunk man’s freedom to make a fatal mistake.

	Forty years in the Army had not left Adrian with many illusions about clean choices. Sometimes the useful choice was polite. Sometimes it involved artillery. Apparently, on a Wednesday morning in San Francisco, it involved taking a set of car keys and accepting that the driver might reasonably think Adrian was an asshole.

	He could live with that too.

	The Chronicle had now given him two tasks, and both had involved preventing events he remembered rather than fighting anything supernatural. Adrian suspected that wouldn’t last. Revival was still approaching, and the world had far uglier mornings waiting for it.

	For now, one person who had died in Adrian’s first life was going to make it through the day.

	That was enough.

	***

	 


 

	6 — Not This Time

	By the third morning, Adrian had begun to understand that the Chronicle had no respect for schedules. He was walking back from a corner market with milk under one arm and a bag of groceries in the other when its attention settled over him with the now-familiar certainty that something nearby mattered. There was no alarm, no dramatic warning, just knowledge arriving where none had been a moment earlier. An Opportunity Task had become available. A young woman half a block ahead was in immediate danger from the man arguing with her beside a parked car. Adrian had to stop the assault and get her safely away without continuing the confrontation once the danger ended. Success would earn five Chronicle Coins and twelve days of Closed Cultivation Experience.

	He saw them as soon as he looked. The girl appeared to be around his age, perhaps a little older, with a backpack hanging from one shoulder. The man facing her was several years older and built like somebody who believed six inches of extra height settled most disagreements. Adrian couldn’t hear everything from where he stood, but he didn’t need the Chronicle to interpret the girl’s posture. She was leaning away while the man crowded closer, keeping one hand on her upper arm whenever she tried to move.

	“Let go of me,” she said.

	“You’re coming with me.”

	“I said no.”

	The man pulled her toward the car. She stumbled, caught herself, and tried to wrench free. Adrian changed direction without breaking stride. Forty years of soldiering had left him with very little patience for situations in which the important question was already answered.

	“Hey,” Adrian called.

	The man glanced over. “Keep walking.”

	“Let her go.”

	The girl looked at Adrian, then at the grocery bag in his hand, and her expression briefly suggested that her prospective rescue had arrived carrying breakfast.

	The man apparently reached the same conclusion. “This is between me and my girlfriend.”

	“She said let go.”

	“She’s pissed off.”

	“I noticed.”

	“Then mind your own business.”

	Adrian stopped several feet away and set the groceries beside a parked car. “She’s trying to leave. You’re stopping her. That makes it my business for as long as I’m standing here.”

	The girl pulled again. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

	Her boyfriend tightened his grip hard enough to make her gasp.

	Adrian’s patience ended.

	He stepped in, caught the man’s wrist, and stripped his hand away from her arm before the boyfriend quite understood that the conversation had become physical. Adrian immediately moved between them. “Go.”

	The girl hesitated.

	“Inside the store,” Adrian said, nodding toward the market behind him. “Stay where people can see you.”

	That was enough. She backed away, then turned and hurried toward the entrance.

	The boyfriend tried to follow.

	Adrian blocked him. “No.”

	“What the hell is wrong with you?”

	“Today?”

	The man shoved him hard in the chest. Adrian gave ground, planted his feet, and felt another reminder that his technique and his body were still badly mismatched. Yesterday’s drunk had been unsteady enough to make that manageable. This man was sober, angry, and considerably stronger than Adrian’s eighteen-year-old frame.

	He also had no idea how to fight.

	When he reached for Adrian’s shirt, Adrian knocked the hand aside and stepped off-line. The boyfriend swung with his other fist, wide and obvious. Adrian slipped it, caught the arm above the elbow, and used the man’s forward movement to send him shoulder-first into the side of his own car. Metal thumped beneath the impact.

	“Stop,” Adrian said.

	The man spun around, face flushing. “You little shit.”

	He came at Adrian again.

	Adrian had trained men who required weeks to stop announcing every strike with their shoulders. This man had apparently devoted his life to preserving the flaw. Adrian let the next punch pass, hooked a foot behind the man’s ankle, and dumped him onto the pavement. His younger body protested the effort more than Adrian liked, but the result was satisfactory.

	The boyfriend hit hard, rolled, and surged back up with humiliation doing more work than judgment. People were watching now. A man near the market entrance had his phone out, while another woman had stopped beside the doorway with the rescued girl. Adrian saw the instant the boyfriend realized he had an audience.

	Unfortunately, embarrassment made some men sensible and others dangerous.

	“You think you’re tough?” the boyfriend demanded.

	“No.”

	That answer interrupted whatever speech had been coming.

	Adrian flexed his fingers. “I think you should leave her alone.”

	“You don’t know anything about us.”

	“I know she said no three times while I was walking over here.”

	“She’s my girlfriend.”

	“That doesn’t make her property.”

	The boyfriend glanced toward the store. The girl had moved farther inside, though she remained close enough to see through the glass. Anger changed direction across his face. Adrian recognized the moment before he moved.

	“Don’t,” Adrian said.

	The man lunged toward the entrance anyway.

	Adrian intercepted him two steps later. This time there was no room for courtesy. He drove a short strike into the man’s stomach, took his balance when he folded, and put him face-down across the hood of the parked car. One arm went behind his back, controlled rather than wrenched, and Adrian leaned enough weight through the shoulder to make the options clear.

	“Listen carefully,” Adrian said. “She doesn’t want to go with you. You don’t get to drag her into your car because that annoys you.”

	“Get off me!”

	“Are you done?”

	“I’ll kill you.”

	“Bad answer.”

	The man struggled. Adrian increased the pressure slightly, then eased it again as soon as the resistance stopped. He wasn’t trying to damage the joint. He needed the man to understand that continuing would hurt and accomplishing anything useful would not.

	The man near the market called, “Police are on the way.”

	That changed the equation. The boyfriend heard it too. His body went still beneath Adrian’s hands, anger suddenly competing with the possibility of consequences.

	Adrian released him and stepped back.

	The man turned immediately, fists clenched. Adrian was ready for another attack, but none came. The presence of witnesses, a phone camera, and approaching police had apparently reached whatever part of his judgment humiliation had temporarily shut down.

	“You’re dead,” the boyfriend said quietly.

	Adrian looked at him. He had heard considerably more convincing threats from considerably more dangerous people, though admitting that would require an explanation neither of them needed. “Go home.”

	“You don’t know who you’re messing with.”

	“Probably true.”

	The boyfriend seemed to want fear from him and became angrier when he didn’t get it. “You think because you got lucky once, you can put your hands on me?”

	“Twice.”

	“What?”

	“You came at me twice.”

	The man took a step forward.

	Adrian stayed where he was. “And now the immediate problem is over. Don’t create another one.”

	For several seconds the boyfriend stared at him. Adrian could have closed the distance. He could have put the man on the pavement again, harder this time, and removed whatever confidence remained. Part of him even wanted to. The threats, the grip on the girl’s arm, and the attempt to chase her after she had escaped made anger easy.

	That wasn’t the job.

	The Chronicle had been precise. Stop the danger. Get her away. Don’t turn restraint into punishment merely because Adrian was better at violence than the other man.

	He let him stand.

	The boyfriend backed toward the car instead, pointing at Adrian as though the gesture could repair what had happened in front of half a dozen witnesses. “This isn’t over.”

	“It should be.”

	The man got into the car and slammed the door. Adrian memorized the vehicle and plate automatically, then watched him pull away without interfering. Police could deal with the rest when they arrived. Pursuing him would accomplish nothing the situation required.

	The girl came out of the market with the woman who had been standing beside her. A red mark already showed where the boyfriend had gripped her arm. She looked toward the departing car, then at Adrian.

	“Are you okay?” he asked.

	She nodded, though the answer took a moment. “Yeah. I think so.”

	“Do you have somebody who can come get you?”

	“My sister.” She lifted her phone. “She’s coming.”

	“Good.”

	The woman beside her looked Adrian over. “You know him?”

	“No.”

	The girl gave a shaky laugh. “He definitely doesn’t.”

	Adrian retrieved his groceries from beside the parked car and checked the milk carton for damage. It had survived better than his morning plans.

	“You just walked into that?” the woman asked.

	“He was hurting her.”

	She waited as though expecting further explanation.

	Adrian looked at her. “That was the explanation.”

	The girl’s expression changed, some of the tension leaving it. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“You could’ve gotten hurt.”

	“I’ve made worse decisions.”

	“That wasn’t a bad decision.”

	“No,” Adrian said. “But parts of it could’ve gone badly.”

	Sirens were audible several blocks away now. Adrian stayed long enough to make sure the girl remained surrounded by people willing to help and that the boyfriend wasn’t circling back. The Chronicle completed the task while he stood beside the market entrance. Five Coins joined the six he already possessed, and twelve more days entered his cultivation bank, bringing it to twenty-two. No fanfare accompanied the reward. Eleven Coins and twenty-two days of cultivation experience were useful, but neither mattered as much as the girl standing safely beside him while she spoke to her sister on the phone.

	Adrian headed home once the arriving officers made his presence unnecessary. He had gone out for milk and come back having interrupted an assault, fought a stranger, and earned enough Chronicle currency to buy the suppression weapon with Coins left over. He still didn’t buy it. Owning enough Coins wasn’t the same as needing to spend them, and the morning had been handled with ordinary hands, ordinary judgment, and witnesses who had done exactly what civilians were supposed to do.

	What he never saw was the boyfriend stopping several blocks away instead of going home. Humiliation had survived after the pain faded. So had the memory of strangers watching him lose control of his girlfriend and then lose a fight to a teenager. He made a phone call to someone Adrian had never met, looking for friends willing to help him restore what he thought had been taken from him.

	Adrian walked toward Richmond carrying groceries, unaware that saving one person had already changed the future again.

	***
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