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I wasn’t with Max on the headland. What follows is the account he gave me afterward, set down in the same sequence he described it.

He came in high above Sagres with the wind hard onshore and the band cooling against his wrist. The path under his boots was pitched and stony, with loose shale that slid an inch each time he tested his weight. The sea ran gray to the edge, the kind of weather that pulls the line between sky and water into a single plane. Below, the breakers reached the rock and went about their work.

He had the medallion in his inside pocket and a copy of Einstein’s page folded to the line about a lighthouse that “argues with fog.” The plan was simple: mark the yards, take bearings, keep the visit brief. The fog came early and thick. It gathered along the shore and climbed until the headland stood in an island of clear air with its edges lost.

The tower showed as a pale column on a spur of rock where no chart put one. At first he blamed the fog for making a shape out of nothing. Then the shape kept its height, and the fog moved around it. He brought up the glass.

Whitewashed stone. A tall lantern room glazed in wide panes that belonged to a century that had not yet arrived. A steady beam turned across the water. The light was not a flare or an accident; it kept time.

He lowered the glass and let his eyes rest. Nothing shifted. He raised it again. The same tower, the same measured swing of light. He did not move closer. He took out the medallion, leveled it on his palm, and lifted it until the star lay true with the horizon. The fine marks around the center came into crisp relief, as if he had found the exact angle they were cut to answer. The star did not point north. It settled on a bearing that ran from his position through the spur and out to sea.

The beam turned inland. It crossed the cliff and went straight over him. For a second everything acquired edges—the chill on his cheekbone, the weight of the satchel strap, the scrape of grit in the seam of his boot. Then the light went on, and the hill returned to its usual terms.

He put the glass to his eye. The spur was there, and the fog was there, and the sea kept its surface. The lighthouse was gone. No tower. No lantern. No trace that would satisfy another man’s question. He would later tell me he stood longer than he meant to, longer than the data required.

He stood until the wind took the warmth from his hands. He checked the year on his band against his notes. He wrote the time, the bearing the star preferred, the behavior of the fog when it met the tower. He put the medallion away and took the path back toward the village. He said he did not look behind him because he knew the rock would show nothing—until it did again—and once was enough for one afternoon.

*****
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CHLOE WENT ALONE INTO Wyoming. When she told me about it later, I kept her words in the same order she used, without adding more than she gave me.

She came off a ridge into heat and glare, the band cooling on her wrist and the wind driving dust low along the flats. The town lay below and to the right, a scatter of buildings turned gray by sun and neglect. No records named it for her; the last general store on the highway had given it a mark on a hand-drawn map and a shrug. Bannock’s End, someone had said, and then looked past her to the shelves.

She crossed into the main street. No flies, no birds, no prints. The only sound was the wind going thin through rafters and the quiet tap of grit against her boots. At the far end, where two boards made a T, a freestanding street clock stood on an iron post. Its face was crazed but readable. The hands were wrong by miles.

She took out Einstein’s letter and checked the note he had put by the hour. It was close. She chose the shade thrown by the bank’s awning, stood beside the clock, and watched the minute hand lift toward the mark. The heat did not ease, but something in the air steadied. The buildings seemed to adopt a kind of attention.

At the hour the clock did nothing a clock should do. It did not strike. It did not move. The pane of glass over the face showed her reflection and a thin run of dust where rain had not fallen for weeks. Yet just under the wind she heard a different set of sounds lay over the street: the faint swing of a door on a hinge that no longer existed; the quick clink of a glass set down and picked up again; a toe scuff on a plank floor inside the saloon where the windows had been nailed shut for a generation. The boards near her gave a slow flex as if weight had settled and lifted in the room behind the wall.

She kept still. She did not call out. She tightened the grip on her pencil and wrote exactly what came, the way she always did when nerves wanted to rush. The second sound continued for a handful of breaths, then thinned. The heat pressed in again. The wind got its street back. She glanced over her shoulder at nothing at all.

She stepped off the boardwalk and walked to the clock. Up close the face showed two fine scratches that ran parallel, not made by weather. The minute hand hadn’t moved, but a film on the glass had shifted in two clean arcs, as if fingers had been set there and dragged back. She put her own hand to the glass to test it. Dry. Warm. Nothing answered.

Across the street a strip of sunlight advanced across the floor of the empty office with a regular motion that did not belong to the sun she could see. She timed it against her band and against the shadow of the awning. The measures did not agree. When she blinked, the light was gone and the room had its plain gray back.

She stood a while longer, listening. The town kept to itself. A dust devil chased a line of paper down the alley and let it go. She set down her notes: hour observed, second sound present, boards carried weight not visible, light in office misaligned, clock absent of strike. Then she folded Einstein’s letter, put it away, and walked the length of the street to fix its shape in her head. On the way back she passed the saloon’s door and felt a wash of air cooler than the outside, as if someone had crossed in front of her a moment too late for sight.

When she told me this, she didn’t add color. She said only that Bannock’s End was not empty, and that the quiet there was the kind that makes a person choose their next step with care. She marked the hour for the following day and the point on the street she would use to anchor the band. Then she left the clock where it stood and walked back up the ridge the way she had come, keeping to the firm boards and the center of the path.
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I WAS THERE FOR THIS one, so you’re getting it straight from me, just as it happened.

Mist hung low over Vindolanda, dense enough to blur the outlines of the stone walls but not enough to hide them. The ground was firm underfoot, the old pathways hardened by several dry days, and the scent of grass and turned earth carried low across the site. I walked with my hands shoved into my jacket pockets, heading toward the barracks where I was due to meet Dr. Wrenley—the site historian—in fifteen minutes. A loose stone shifted under my heel, and I caught myself before I could stumble. The fog swallowed even that small sound.

I found him already there, pacing the perimeter of the collapsed walls at the far edge of the barracks' foundation. His coat flapped behind him in the wind, and he moved in short, uneven strides, like someone rehearsing a conversation he didn’t want to have. I was still a good twenty yards away when he turned, heard my steps, and stopped.

“Dr. Wrenley?” I called.

He spun too quickly, like something startled in the dark. His face was drawn, his eyes bloodshot and sleepless.

“You’re late,” he snapped. Then, as if realizing how that sounded, he scrubbed at his face and muttered, “No—sorry. Doesn’t matter. You won’t see it now anyway.”

My boots shifted on the loose stone. “See what?”

He raised an unsteady hand and pointed toward the northern ridge, just visible through the mist—a low green rise where the Roman road once ran straight to the horizon.

“They came through two nights ago,” he said. “Clear sky. Full moon. I saw the whole line of them—helmets, shields gleaming, even the damned standards. Full cohort. Fifty wide, four deep. Like they’d never left.”

I stared into the fog. There was only moorland now, flat and dull under the gray. Nothing moved.

“A reenactment?” I asked, though my voice lacked conviction even as I said it.

He gave me a tired look.

“No reenactor speaks Latin like it’s his mother tongue,” he said. “No reenactor walks with formation discipline and carries bronze shields that haven’t been polished in two thousand years. And the one in front—he saw me. He saw me. Looked right at me like I didn’t belong here.”

He let out a long breath. “It wasn’t a show.”

The silence swelled. The fog drew closer, curling low over the broken stones like something creeping on its belly.

There wasn’t much to say after that. I left him where he stood and crossed toward the old wall nearest the center of the site. The stone here had been partially excavated last season, left exposed under tarps that had since been pulled back. I crouched beside a moss-slicked wall. The Roman masonry was still solid, despite the centuries. My fingers brushed across lichen and cold stone—until they stopped on something that didn’t belong.

Most of the inscriptions had softened to curves over the centuries, but one stood out—sharp, shallow, and too clean. It had been scratched into the stone with something metal. Not deep, but deliberate.

Tempus fractum est.

My Latin’s rusty, but I knew enough.

Time is broken.

I pulled out my phone and took a photo—not for evidence, just for the record. Then I stood, turned toward the ridge again, and stopped. I had heard something. Metal striking metal, thin and distant, followed by the shape of a voice. I couldn’t make out the words, but they came from the same direction Wrenley had pointed.

The sound didn’t repeat. The fog thickened along the slope, then shifted slightly, revealing the faint line of the ditch that circled the northern edge of the fort.

Einstein’s letter had mentioned that trench. He’d described it as a boundary that resisted erasure. I made my way toward it.

The ditch was wider than I expected, more defined. It shouldn’t have held water, not after three dry days, but a dark pool had formed near the center. I crouched again. The grass was flattened along the rim, as if something had moved through recently, but the mud hadn’t taken any prints.
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