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UNIVERSITY OF DENVER   Experimental Physics Annex September 2019, 10:42 a.m.
Ronan "Rook" Mercer kept his hands still because that's what the room needed.
The lab didn't look like it did in the movies. No dramatic lighting. No sparks. No yelling. The stainless steel benches were clean, the power-conditioning racks made a quiet hum, and the conveyor assembly had been changed so many times that it barely looked like the original spec sheet.
Professor Daniels stood behind the glass wall with a clipboard and a smile that made Rook feel uneasy.
Daniels said, "Eight-eight-eight-eight," and tapped the number at the top of the page with the end of his pen. "Do you know what that is?"
"A number," Rook said without looking up. He was putting the quartz sample in the carrier mount and making sure the clamps didn't bite too hard and break the edges.
Daniels said, "It's a lucky number." "Four eights." Balance. Luck. "Mr. Mercer, the universe likes patterns."
Rook gave a tiny nod that meant he agreed. He didn't argue with superstition when the man wrote grant proposals with the same level of confidence.
The sample tray held a line of quartz crystals that were almost the same size. They were all clear, with a faint cloud in the middle, and each one had a small serial number that matched the log entry. They weren't hard to find. They didn't cost much.
They were very clear.
Daniels said that crystals acted very well when they were under stress. In a way that flesh wasn't. In a way that made time more likely to cooperate, if time could be forced to act.
Rook moved the alignment jig a little bit to the left. The edge of the quartz touched his skin as his thumb slipped.
A clean, sharp bite.
"Damn." He couldn't stop the word from getting out.
A drop of blood quickly grew, standing out against the pale crystal. Rook froze, not because of the pain, but because of the pile of paperwork that would come after Daniels saw it.
Any cut in a restricted lab meant paperwork. Reports of incidents. Checks for safety. A required talk. Access is temporarily blocked while compliance checks are done.
And Daniels... Daniels would make it a sermon about "variables."
Rook was quick.
He pinched the wound with one hand, wiped the blood off the crystal with a clean cloth as if it were just dust, and put a bandage over the cut in one smooth motion. He kept his body at an angle so that Daniels couldn't see the thumb clearly through the wall.
The crystal, which had been wiped clean and smeared, sat innocently in the carrier.
Rook looked at it for half a second longer than he needed to.
He picked it up and put it in his pocket without thinking too much, because thinking too much made him hesitate.
A little theft. A little lie. Done for a useful reason.
He took it out and put it back in with another quartz piece from the tray. Same size. Same clouding. Same family of serials. It was close enough that a quick look would still make sense of the log, especially since everything was written up as another failed run.
Rook put the replacement crystal back in place, tightened the clamps, and made sure his breathing stayed steady.
Daniels leaned in to the intercom. "What's going on?"
"All set," Rook said. It felt like a win when his voice came out normal.
Daniels' smile got sharper. "Then we go ahead and do it. Experiment 8888. "History loves commitment."
Rook didn't say anything to him. History didn't care about anything. What happened after you lived through the moment was history.
He took a step back. The conveyor belt assembly started up with a low, steady whir. A small motor turned on, rolling the carrier forward at just the right time.
The thing at the end of the belt looked like a sculpture that someone made after reading too many papers and not enough rules about ethics.
Around the path of the belt, there was a lattice of coils that made a hollow throat. There were plates hanging above and below that shaped the field. Their surfaces had patterns on them that were too fine for the naked eye to see. The sensor arrays blinked in a quiet order. A soft hiss sealed the containment hood.
And in the middle, where the belt fed the sample, there was something that wasn't supposed to be in a normal lab.
Daniels called it a four-dimensional electromagnetic field. Rook said it was a controlled breaking of common sense.
On paper, it was a "breakthrough." It was also the result of a series of scientific breakthroughs that had never been officially approved, never been peer-reviewed, and would end careers and start investigations that didn't stop at the university if the right people knew.
Daniels liked to say it in a different way.
He had said before, "If no one knows, no one gets hurt."
Rook had kept his thoughts to himself.
The carrier moved closer. The air inside the containment hood turned a light blue colour, like light bending in a way that it shouldn't. The sensors' rhythm got faster. The coils sang a little. You couldn't hear it, but you could feel it in your bones.
Daniels' pen was in the air.
"Entering the field in three... two... one..."
The blue quartz slid in.
Nothing happened for a while.
The crystal then made a sound.
Not like a sound. Like a thought.
The blue light licked across the sample's edges, making them shimmer. The crystal's internal structure seemed to come to life, with threads of brightness tracing invisible seams. The whole thing vibrated with a quiet insistence that made Rook's teeth feel a little off in his skull.
He leaned forward without thinking.
The monitors went crazy tiny, sharp spikes, like needles on a calm baseline.
Daniels made a noise of approval. "There. You see that? That's the curve of the response 
Rook didn't hear the rest.
Because his pocket was beating.
A soft, hard thump against his thigh, as if something inside the fabric had suddenly started to beat.
He couldn't breathe.
The quartz he had slipped away the one that had blood on it sent a second pulse, and this time it didn't just press against him.
It pushed through him.
He felt a strange feeling all over his body. It wasn't painful, but it was personal in a way he couldn't explain. Like a wave of static moving under the skin. Like his bones had just remembered how to arrange themselves differently. Like someone had pulled on the inside of his ribcage and then let go.
Rook's hand went halfway to his pocket before he stopped it.
Don't.
Don't make a scene.
His mind quickly came up with a reason, as it always did: the crystals came from the same place, had the same lattice, the same impurities, and the same microfracture signature. Daniels had joked that quantum-linked was a cute way to say that two samples were coherent with each other.
Rook had politely laughed.
He didn't think it was cute anymore.
The sample in the field kept going. The resonance reached its highest point and then dropped off a cliff. The blue light flickered, stuttered, and then turned back into normal air. The conveyor took the crystal out the other side, where it was fine again just a piece of quartz on a belt.
The monitors stopped making noise. The hum in the room got steadier.
Daniels let out a sigh like a man who was unhappy with an equation that wouldn't budge.
He said, "No displacement," and then he started to write. "Not a temporal shear." There is no measurable phase shift that goes beyond what is expected. Run eight-eight-eight-eight: bad.
Rook kept his face blank and his eyes on the data stream, trying his best to look like a student who was just disappointed.
His heart was racing inside.
The crystal in his pocket gave one last weak pulse, like an echo finishing its journey.
Daniels finished writing and closed the clipboard with a snap. "Okay." Pick up. We'll eat lunch and then come back to change the coil timing. I like the sound of eight-eight-eight-nine as well.
Rook nodded and started to walk toward the bench.
"Yeah," he said, and on purpose, he kept his voice calm. "Sounds good."
He began to unplug the cables. Cleaning surfaces. Putting tools back in their outlines. He could trust simple movements.
He could feel the weight of the quartz in his pocket the whole time, like a secret that had learned how to breathe.
And he didn't let himself look down even once.

DENVER, CO   University of Denver   Off-Campus Café     October 2019   12:17 p.m.  

Lunch was supposed to be a fresh start. A break from coils and calibration, and the kind of quiet that only happens in rooms where the wrong mistake costs more than money.

Rook ate half of a sandwich that he didn't taste and used his thumb to scroll through headlines.

Europe. CERN. The Large Hadron Collider is back in the news. It's running again, and people are pushing the limits of what they are willing to admit they don't understand. Rook read the article anyway, even though it wasn't the kind of thing you could check on a phone screen. He was looking for details that the writer didn't know were important.

Levels of energy. Timelines. "Improvements." The language was neutral and never mentioned risk.

A lot of pressure built up behind his eyes.

He blinked once, then again. The feeling didn't go away.

Pain in the head.

Not sharp. Not hitting hard. Just a heavy, sour weight, like someone had put a coin behind his head and forgotten to take it out.

Rook moved in the chair and tried to ignore it. That was the first thing he thought of when he couldn't find a quick answer.

He opened his messages and sent a quick text.

ROOK:   Are you at work? A quick question.

ROOK:   Have you heard anything strange about "anomalies" lately?

He didn't have to say which brother. Only one person would have understood that kind of question without laughing.

His brother worked at Buckley, where he had to pass a security check and work long hours. It was the kind of job where you learned to speak in careful sentences and ask questions like you didn't care about the answers.

The answer came back a minute later.

BROTHER:   At work.   BROTHER:   What does "weird" mean?

BROTHER:   Also, stop texting me words like "anomalies."

Rook almost smiled. Almost.

He hung up the phone, put two fingers on the bridge of his nose, and took a slow breath until the pressure behind his eyes eased up a little.

After that, he went back to the lab.

Because the work was easy. The work could be measured. Work didn't make him say he was worried.

—-
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UNIVERSITY OF DENVER   Experimental Physics Annex     December 2019   8:03 a.m.  

It was two months.

The headaches didn't go away.

They got bigger.

It happened once every few days at first. Then every day. Then, on some mornings, he woke up with that same sour weight behind his eyes, as if it had been there all night watching him sleep.

He told himself that it was just stress. Time spent in front of a screen. A lot of coffee. Not enough water. Not enough sleep.

He said a lot of things to himself.

Eventually, he ran out of lies that people would believe.

—-
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DENVER, CO   MEDICAL Clinic     December 2019   3:26 p.m.  

The doctor was good at what he did, like busy people had to be: efficient, direct, and careful not to scare him for no reason.

She shined a light in his eyes and said, "Eye strain is common." "Students get it all the time." Late nights, screens, and stress.

Rook sat still with his mouth closed. He didn't like being turned into a number.

"But," the doctor went on, and Rook felt his shoulders relax a little, "headaches are also one of those symptoms that can mean nothing or something." We don't just wave it off. We look.

She told them to scan.

She told them to do blood work.

She ordered so many tests that Rook had to fill out forms and wait in rooms that smelled like disinfectant and old air.

After the results came in, the doctor leaned back in her chair and stared at the screen for longer than she needed to.

"Your lymph nodes are acting strange," she finally said. "Doesn't look dangerous. Not... specific.

Rook's throat got dry. "What does that mean?"

"It means that your body is responding to something. Stress, infection, and inflammation. But the scan doesn't show a lot. The blood tests don't show anything that clearly points in a certain direction. She stopped and looked for something on his face. "Do you have any fevers? Do you have night sweats? Losing weight?

"No."

"Changes in vision?"

"No."

He didn't say anything about the weird feeling in his body during experiment 8888. He didn't say anything about the crystal in his pocket. He didn't say anything that sounded crazy.

The doctor put her hands together.

"Exercise," she said. "Go to sleep." Drinking water. Take it easy on the caffeine. We will check back in if it doesn't go away or gets worse. "The right answer is sometimes the boring one."

Rook nodded as if he agreed.

He didn't.

—-
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DENVER, CO   DU GYM     January 2020   6:48 p.m.  

He started working out because it was something he could do.

Two hours a week, with each session lasting forty-five minutes. It wasn't a change. It wasn't a montage.

It was a habit.

Treadmill. Weights. Extending. You could see and feel progress without having to believe in anything.

The headaches didn't go away.

But for an hour after each session, they got softer, as if whatever was inside him hated being drowned out by movement.

That was enough to keep him coming back.

—-
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NIGHT RAIDERS FORUM   ONLINE     January 2020   11:21 p.m.  

Rook hadn't been on the forum in years like he used to. It was a leftover part of his old life: late nights, headphones, and laughing at strangers who became friends without ever meeting.

He still looked at it, though. Habit. Comfort. Usernames you know coming and going like ghosts.

At the top of the feed, there was a new post.

SUN JIN:    Something is going on here.    SUN JIN:    Red rain.    SUN JIN:    Not a joke. 

Rook clicked.

The video loaded with low-quality compression that made everything look worse than it was. There was only sky and rooftops for a second, and my breathing was shaky.

After that, it rained.

It wasn't pink. It wasn't "mud." It wasn't the cheap phone's colour correction.

It was red.

Droplets hitting the pavement and turning into thin red splashes. Streaks on the glass of windows. Puddles forming like watered-down blood.

Someone off camera spoke Korean quickly and in a panicked way. Sun Jin's voice answered in a clipped, tight way, and the camera tilted up to show the clouds.

Rook's headache got so bad that he had to close one eye.

His fingers were just above the keyboard.

ROOK:   Is that real?   ROOK:   Can you get a sample?

ROOK:   Put it in a bag. Close it.

ROOK:   If you have a microscope, look for tiny particles. Cells. Anything that doesn't belong there.

A response came up right away.

SUN JIN:    Yes.    SUN JIN:    I am at university.    SUN JIN:    I can do. 

Rook looked at the screen for longer than he meant to.

It wasn't just strange that it rained red in North Korea. It was the kind of strange that made you think someone was lying to you... or the world had started to shift in ways that were hard to see from Denver.

He closed his laptop.

The sound of the lid clicking shut felt like a choice.

He stood up, grabbed his jacket, and checked to see if the quartz crystal was still in his pocket without letting himself think about why.

It was.

Heavy. Silent.

Waiting.

Rook left his apartment and walked back to the lab. The cold night air woke him up.

"Let's see if we can make the next experiment work," he thought.

But something else moved under that thought, which was quieter and more honest:

Or time to learn what we did before.

UNIVERSITY OF DENVER   Experimental Physics Annex     January 2020   2:11 p.m.  
Rook sat down in his chair and watched the charge curve rise.
There was a thick acrylic shield with hairline scratches behind the capacitor bank. These scratches told stories that no one wrote down. A line of status LEDs moved up in a patient order green, green, green until they reached the slow stretch near the top.
Twenty minutes.
He had enough time to question every parameter he had entered.
He pulled the checklist closer and went through it again anyway.
Offsets for coil timing. Speed of the conveyor. Limits on field strength. How much heat they can handle. Rate of sensor sampling. The camera array had three angles, separate storage, and extra time stamps. He didn't want to be the one to explain why something important wasn't recorded if it happened.
He switched between the live feeds. Clean and clear. There are no dead pixels. No jitter.
He then checked the news, which had become a habit for him, just like wrapping his thumb had.
There was nothing in the mainstream that matched the worry behind his eyes.
He refreshed because it was a habit.
Instead, a private message came up.
JINWOO:   Rook. People are getting sick.   JINWOO:   It's a bad flu. The city is half. Maybe more.   JINWOO:   There were riots in some villages. The police acted quickly.
JINWOO:   I'm at home. Food on hand. Gate closed.   JINWOO:   Something strange. Police are acting like they're scared. I've never seen so many sick.
Rook stared at the text until the letters turned into consequences instead of letters.
He opened a web browser and began his search.
First, social media. The places that are loud. The places that made money off of fear and loved bad news.
Nothing.
Selfies with smiles. Videos of food. K-pop and sports. Normal.
He tried out different languages. Different ways to spell. Different tags.
Nothing yet.
Rook's headache throbbed slowly, like a metronome that was angry.
He changed his plan.
Air travel.
He opened one of the big booking sites and typed in the obvious routes. From Denver to Seoul. From Los Angeles to Seoul. From Tokyo to Seoul.
No results.
He went the other way. From Seoul to anywhere.
No results.
He looked at a second site. Me too. One more. Same.
He leaned in closer to the screen, just like he did with data he didn't like.
Then lodging.
Hotels, hostels, and "short-term stays." There were empty pages that should have been full of options, or they were giving errors. It was as if the country had stopped taking reservations without anyone bothering to say why.
He sat back, and the chair creaked in the empty lab.
This was scarier to him than panic posts.
Not chaos.
Take charge.
He looked deeper defense forums, shipping trackers, and other niche sites that people used to figure out the truth from the shape of logistics. There were pieces
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