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Prologue
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The carriage should not have stopped. Its polished wheels rolled smoothly through the park until a glimmer of white broke the rhythm of shadows and grass. The coachman pulled the horses up short, muttering under his breath. A gentleman stepped down, the faint crunch of gravel swallowed by the late afternoon hush.

Something pale lay half-hidden in the hedge. At first glance, it might have been linen caught on a branch or a discarded wrap left by some careless promenader. But as he approached, the shape resolved into a woman lying still among the leaves.

Her clothing made no sense. She wore a short white coat—cut far too narrowly—and a gray skirt that ended shockingly high, showing more of her legs than any respectable garment ever should. Her bodice fastened with small white buttons unlike any he had ever seen. Most astonishingly, the nails of her bare feet were tipped in gold.

He knelt. Her skin was warm, her pulse steady, her breath shallow. A breeze stirred the hedge. His nose twitched. The sharp, metallic tang of a lightning strike hung in the air.

“Madam?” he said quietly.

No answer. Only the faint rhythm of life beneath his fingertips. For a long moment, he hesitated. If this is a trap, it’s a remarkably pretty one. God knows I’ve survived worse decisions. To leave her here was unthinkable. To summon help might create questions without answers. He brushed an unruly curl of auburn hair from her cheek and felt an unexpected tug of curiosity. No—of responsibility. If she died here, society would call it a misadventure. He would know it was negligence.

He gathered her carefully into his arms. The fabric of her coat was impossibly smooth and cool against the warmth of her body. Something about her weight, her stillness, felt unreal, as though she had been placed here by accident.

Or, as Honoria would likely say, by creative design.

As he turned back toward the waiting carriage, the sun caught the edge of the hedge and glinted faintly, as if a thread of light lingered there. Then it was gone.

He laid the woman across the seat, signaled the driver, and climbed in opposite her. For a moment, he simply watched the rise and fall of her breath steady against the rhythm of the wheels.

“Well,” he murmured, a trace of irony curling his voice, “you’ve chosen a peculiar place for a nap.”

The carriage rolled on, the sound of hooves fading into the evening. Behind them, the hedge stood perfectly still, its secrets lost to time.
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Chapter One
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If the inscription Thornebridge College for Women of Exceptional Intellect carved over the entrance of the massive four-story Art Deco building could be overlooked, the modern signage declaring it the Thornebridge Department of Applied Sciences was impossible to miss.

The exterior still held the geometric elegance of its era. The interior, however, was frightfully modern—faintly Mad Scientist 2075 once one got past the long, sterile industrial halls and stepped into the Temporal Physics Lab, home of the soon-to-be world-famous ChronoSpire.

Speaking of the ChronoSpire, it was difficult to locate the humans amidst the massive particle accelerator and the computers that controlled it. But there were humans, and there had to be. Nothing happened in this room that wasn’t cross-checked with computer findings before being carefully documented and analyzed. Usually by one specific human: the petite redhead with her bottom in the air as she wiped a lower grid with a lint-free cloth.

Inspecting her handiwork, Dr. Madison Clarke had exactly three things on her mind: the paradox loop equation blinking on her monitor, the half-eaten protein bar stuck to her notes, and the fact that Gregory Harlan was, once again, taking credit for her work.

The lab was quiet, except for the low hum of the particle accelerator prototype and the occasional clack of black pumps against tile. If Maddie paced, it was only to ward off boredom. Awaiting test results from her latest input wasn’t the most invigorating activity. Checking the computer screen yet again, she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose, shoved a couple of stray locks of auburn hair back into her messy updo, and looked for the pen that should have been tucked neatly behind her right ear. Her lab coat flared slightly over her gray pinstripe button-down and charcoal pencil skirt—practical, unglamorous, and chosen specifically to avoid Gregory’s never-ending comments about “dressing for attention.”

He’d made one earlier, of course, right before leaving for the faculty dinner without her.

“You’ll want to clean up before the symposium,” he’d said, gesturing vaguely at her face. “You’ve got that flushed look again. It’s distracting.”

She hadn’t responded. Silence was more effective than sarcasm, at least where her fiancé was concerned.

Dr. Gregory Harlan, astrophysicist, was thirty-five, tenured, and smug in the way only a man who’d never been challenged could be. Maddie had once admired him. Now she tolerated him. Barely.

He’d proposed six months ago in the physics lounge over lukewarm coffee and a PowerPoint slide titled Joint Publication Strategy. She’d said yes because it was easier than saying no.

He’d been feathering his academic nest with her work for years. She’d confirmed it only recently, watching his symposium lectures—the ones that earned him accolades and grant money. The ones where he supposedly credited his brilliant fiancée. He didn’t.

Tonight would be different. The CCTV tapes, the computer logs, the carefully compiled evidence—everything was ready. Once the symposium video went live, she’d have what she needed to reclaim her work and her life. Gregory wouldn’t be part of either.

Rising to her feet, Maddie walked over to the computer to check the latest results of the impossible equation she’d fed the system half an hour ago. She wasn’t expecting much. Common sense said her hypothesis would never work. It couldn’t. She knew that, but she had to try.

Even if that meant recording another failure for posterity. That was what science was all about: abysmal failures and soaring successes. While she wished she could say she’d experienced both in equal numbers, she couldn’t. But unlike the disappointments, those rare triumphs lasted. Especially in her field.

Speaking of quantum physics, the paradox loop was elegant. Too elegant. A recursive equation designed to test temporal consistency, it shouldn’t have worked... but it did.

Maddie stared at the screen, heart thudding.

She reached for the console.

The machine whined.

Lights flickered.

And the world went blank.
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Chapter Two
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Maddie woke to the sensation of motion, the rhythmic clatter of wheels, and the unmistakable scent of leather, lavender, and something smoky and expensive.

Her eyes fluttered open. Burgundy velvet. Gilded trim. A ceiling far too ornate to be the lab’s acoustic tile... and across from her, lounging like a two-hundred-year-old portrait come to life, sat a man in a navy tailcoat, light pantaloons, a fancy cravat, and the shiniest Hessians she’d ever seen. One who watched her much too closely.

Rising too fast, the world tilted. Maddie pressed both hands into the seat.

“Where—?” She blinked hard, as though the image might rearrange itself. “What?”

“Ah, the enchantress awakens.” His thin lips curved into a wickedly amused smile. “I was beginning to worry you had expired mid-swoon.”

Not sure if that smile was delicious or devious, Maddie stared at him from behind her spectacles. “Who are you?”

“Sebastien Peregrine Alaric DeVere, Marquess of Ravensmere.” The half-bow was as mocking as it was genteel. “At your service.”

Blinking again, Maddie decided devious was winning. “That’s not a real name.”

He tilted his head. “And yet, here I am.”

She tried to sit straighter and realized, with horror, that her skirt had ridden up nearly to her thighs. Bare skin gleamed in the afternoon light.

“I must say, madam, your ankles are positively revolutionary,” Sebastien smirked. His gaze swept over her from head to toe, lingering most appreciatively where it shouldn’t. “And the rest of your legs
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