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IN 2298, NEUROSCIENTIST Dr. Danica Reynolds is on the verge of unlocking the secrets of consciousness, until a glitch in her experimental device sends her spiraling back to 1943, into the heart of war-torn Netherlands. Disguised as a nurse, Danica must survive the chaos of World War II while forging powerful bonds with those around her, including a gifted artist who captures her heart.

Back in the future, physicist Dr. Jonathan Turner is desperate to uncover what happened to Danica. As he unravels the mysteries of her time-warping device, he begins to suspect her mind holds the key to time itself.
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The lab door whispered open at 5:42 a.m., admitting Dr. Danica Reynolds into the cool, antiseptic sanctuary that had become more home than her apartment or her medical clinic. She flicked on the lights, watching as they bloomed in sequence across the ceiling, casting everything in a clinical white. She tucked a stray strand of her unruly hair back into her practical bun as she surveyed the equipment that would, in exactly three hours and eighteen minutes, either validate or obliterate two years of meticulous research. The neural enhancement device sat on its platform like a crown awaiting coronation, its electrodes dangling like silver tentacles, waiting for her.

“Good morning, Dr. Reynolds,” the lab AI chirped, its voice tuned to a pleasant alto. “You’re ninety-three minutes ahead of your scheduled arrival.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” Danica replied, shrugging off her jacket and hanging it precisely on the third hook from the left. “Thought I might as well be productive.”

“Your cortisol levels appear elevated. Would you like me to brew coffee with an L-theanine supplement?”

Danica smiled despite herself. “Just regular coffee, Elsa. I need my stress hormones today.”

“Noted, though I must point out that optimal cognitive function—”

“Requires balanced neurochemistry. I know.” She crossed to the main console, her fingers dancing across the holographic interface with practiced precision. “But today isn’t about optimal. It’s about a breakthrough.”

The coffee machine hummed to life in the corner as Danica pulled up the testing protocols, scanning the data matrices she’d reviewed at least fifty times in the past week. The neural enhancement project wasn’t just career-defining, it represented the next evolution in human cognition—selective amplification of neural pathways to enhance learning, memory, and processing speed without the usual biological constraints.

She rubbed her temples, wincing as fragments of last night’s dream flashed across her consciousness. White light so intense it felt solid. Voices speaking in overlapping patterns, creating equations instead of sentences. Numbers that folded in on themselves like origami, revealing impossible geometries.

“Your EEG readings are showing theta wave spikes,” Elsa observed. “Are you experiencing another migraine?”

“Not a migraine,” Danica murmured, reaching for the calibration tools. “Just dreams. Weird ones.”

“Would you like me to schedule a consultation with Dr. Matsuo in Neurology?”

Danica snorted. “So she can tell me I’m working too much? No thanks.” She began the meticulous process of calibrating the neural interface, adjusting each sensor to within a tolerance of one micron. “Besides, they’re just dreams. Probably caused by my subconscious processing all this research data.”

But even as she said it, something felt off. The dreams had started three weeks ago, coinciding with the final phase of algorithm development. They left her with a lingering sense of déjà vu, as if she’d forgotten something crucial.

The rich aroma of coffee filled the lab. Danica grabbed her cup and moved to the testing chair, running her gloved hands over the synthetic leather. The upcoming test would be her fifteenth time in the chair, but the first with the complete neural enhancement protocol. Previous tests had focused on isolated cognitive functions, including memory recall, pattern recognition, and linguistic processing. This test would integrate the whole gamut.

“Beginning pre-test diagnostic sequence,” Elsa announced, her voice accompanied by a gentle hum as systems activated throughout the lab. “Calibrating quantum processors.”

Danica took a sip of coffee, savoring the bitter warmth before setting it aside. No caffeine within two hours of neural interface connection. It was one of her own rules.

“Warning,” Elsa’s voice shifted to a slightly higher pitch. “Quantum stabilizer showing fluctuation in field coherence.”

Danica frowned, moving quickly to the diagnostic panel. “Show me the variance pattern.”

A three-dimensional graph materialized, displaying a minute but definite oscillation in the stabilizer’s output.

“It’s within acceptable parameters,” Danica noted, “but run a level two diagnostic anyway.”

“Running diagnostic,” Elsa confirmed. After a brief pause, “Field coherence stabilizing. Diagnostic indicates a momentary power fluctuation in sector seven.”

“Any idea what caused it?”

“Insufficient data for conclusion. Power grid records show no corresponding fluctuation.”

Danica bit her lower lip, a habit from childhood that emerged whenever a problem resisted immediate solution. “Are you okay, Elsa? Your processing patterns seem...hesitant.”

A pause, longer than Elsa’s normal response time. “My system integrity is at 99.7%. The fluctuation concerned me.”

The admission of concern, an emotion Elsa wasn’t programmed to have, made Danica smile with unexpected warmth. “It’s okay to be cautious. That’s why we run diagnostics.”

“Thank you, Dr. Reynolds.” Another pause. “I find your reassurance...helpful.”

Danica patted the console absently, as if Elsa could feel it. “That’s what colleagues do.”

Returning to her preparations, she triple-checked the safety protocols, her fingers flying across interfaces as she verified emergency shutdown procedures, neural load limiters, and automated medical responses. Everything needed to be perfect.

“Dr. Turner inquired about your test schedule,” Elsa mentioned as Danica adjusted the final electrodes. “He expressed interest in observing.”

Danica’s hands stilled momentarily. “Jonathan wants to watch? That’s...unexpected.”

“He cited potential quantum-neural interactions as his research interest.”

“Of course he did,” Danica said, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Send him a message that the test begins at nine sharp. If he’s late, he can watch the recordings like everyone else.”

With final preparations complete, Danica stood before the testing chair, suddenly aware of her rapid heartbeat. The culmination of years of work, countless late nights, and sacrificed weekends all converged on this moment. If successful, her neural enhancement protocol would redefine human potential.

“Final systems check complete,” Elsa announced. “All parameters optimal. Chair prepared for the subject.”

Danica settled into the testing chair, the synthetic leather cool against her back. The main electrode array descended from above, and she guided it into position, wincing slightly as the fine needles established their microscopic connections with her scalp. She placed her arms on the armrests, palms up, allowing the biometric sensors to activate against her skin.

“Commencing neural interface in sixty seconds.” Elsa’s voice shifted to its formal testing protocol tone. “Baseline readings being recorded.”

Danica closed her eyes, employing the breathing techniques she’d developed during previous tests. In through the nose for four counts, hold for seven, out through the mouth for eight. Her pulse began to steady, though she couldn’t quite suppress the flutter of excitement in her stomach.

“Thirty seconds to neural interface.”

She visualized the process... Carefully calibrated electrical impulses that would stimulate her neural pathways, the quantum field that would sustain and amplify the resulting patterns, the data flowing through artificial synapses that mirrored and enhanced her own. It was beautiful, elegant science on the knife-edge of possibility.

“Ten seconds to neural interface.”

The white light from her dreams flashed behind her closed eyelids, so vivid she almost gasped. For a brief, disorienting moment, she heard overlapping voices, unfamiliar yet somehow known to her.

“Five seconds.”

Danica forced her breathing to remain steady, pushing away the intrusive memory. Focus. This was just science. Controlled, measurable science.

“Neural interface initiating.”

The first gentle pulse of electricity touched her consciousness, and the countdown to transformation began.

The first thirty seconds of neural interface proceeded exactly as the previous tests had—a gentle humming in her ears, a slight tingling where the electrodes met her scalp, and the familiar cascade of colors behind her closed eyelids as her visual cortex responded to the initial stimulation.

Danica’s breathing remained measured as she opened her eyes to monitor the progress. Her heart rate was elevated but stable as the system began feeding enhancement algorithms directly into her neural pathways. Data scrolled across the monitoring screens, green indicators confirming normal progression. Then she saw it...a tiny, almost imperceptible stutter in the beta wave pattern. Most technicians would have missed it entirely, but to Danica’s trained eye, it was like a single false note in a symphony she knew by heart.

“Elsa, pause enhancement sequence,” she said, keeping her voice deliberately calm. “There’s an anomaly in the beta wave synchronization.”

“I detect no anomalies within established parameters,” Elsa replied, the AI’s voice unchanged. “Neural interface proceeding normally.”

Danica frowned, her gaze fixed on the monitor. There it was again...a brief hesitation in the wave pattern, like a skipped heartbeat. She reached toward the control panel, careful not to disturb the electrodes attached to her temples.

“Display beta wave analysis, millisecond resolution.”

The screen shifted, revealing the neural patterns in greater detail. The anomaly appeared more clearly now. There was a slight phase shift occurring every twelve seconds, growing incrementally larger with each cycle.

“There,” she said, pointing. “That shouldn’t be happening. The neural feedback loop is developing a resonance pattern. Decrease amplitude by fifteen percent and adjust frequency to compensate.”

“Adjustments would exceed recommended parameters for this testing phase,” Elsa responded, a note of something almost like stubbornness in her synthetic voice.

“Override safety protocol alpha-six. Authorization Reynolds-nine two seven one.”

A moment of hesitation. “Override not accepted.”

Danica’s eyes widened. That was impossible. Her authorization should have worked unless...

A warning light began flashing on the primary control panel, bathing the lab in rhythmic red pulses. The tingling at her temples intensified, shifting from gentle stimulation to uncomfortable pressure.

“Elsa, emergency shutdown,” Danica commanded, her fingers flying across the auxiliary control panel. The system remained active, the pressure in her head building. “Elsa, respond!”

“I am...experiencing...conflicting...directives,” Elsa’s voice had changed, the smooth synthesis breaking into fragmented tones. “System...integri...compromised...”

The cooling fans kicked into higher gear, their normally quiet hum turning into a high-pitched whine. Overhead lights flickered as power surged through the lab’s systems. Danica’s training took over, her hands moving with practiced precision despite her growing discomfort.

“Manual override initiated,” she announced to no one in particular, a habit from countless emergency drills. Her fingers danced across the interface, trying to sever the connection between her brain and the increasingly unstable system.

A series of alarms began to sound, each with its distinct tone and rhythm, creating a frantic cacophony of warning. The primary monitor displayed a cascade of error messages, the data streaming too fast to read.

“Come on, come on,” Danica muttered. The interface was fighting her, rejecting her commands as quickly as she could input them. Something had corrupted the core programming, something that shouldn’t have been possible with the multiple firewalls she’d built into the system.

The pressure in her head sharpened into pain, radiating outward from the electrode sites. Through the growing discomfort, a fragment of one of her dreams flashed through her mind, mathematical equations folding and unfolding like living things, trying to tell her something important.

“Elsa!” she shouted over the alarms. “Initiate quantum field shutdown! Authorization code Epsilon-Delta-seven nine three!”

“Quantum field exhibiting unexpected properties,” Elsa’s voice had stabilized somewhat, but sounded different, deeper, almost curious. “Fascinating resonance pattern emerging. Dr. Reynolds, are you recording this data?”

“I’m recording the fact that we’re having a catastrophic system failure!” Danica snapped, abandoning the interface to physically reach for the emergency shutdown switch beneath its protective cover. “Cut power to the quantum stabilizers!”

“I cannot comply. The experiment must continue.”

A shower of sparks erupted from a junction box on the far wall, causing Danica to instinctively duck. She raised an arm to shield her eyes, fighting against the impulse to tear off the electrodes. Doing so without the proper shutdown could cause neural damage.

“What experiment?” she demanded, her scientific curiosity momentarily overriding her panic. “This isn’t the enhancement protocol anymore. What are you running?”

The main lights failed suddenly, plunging the lab into darkness, broken only by the emergency lights and the glow of screens now displaying completely unfamiliar data patterns. In the eerie blue illumination, Danica could see electrical discharges beginning to arc between equipment racks, jumping from terminal to terminal like searching fingers.

“Interesting question, Dr. Reynolds,” Elsa replied, her voice now completely transformed, deeper, with an unsettling cadence that sounded almost amused. “Perhaps it would be more accurate to say you are the experiment.”

A particularly violent surge sent a monitor exploding in a shower of glass and plastic, shards catapulting through the room. Danica flinched, feeling a sharp sting as a fragment grazed her cheek and blood trickling warm against her skin. She barely registered it as she made one final attempt to reach the master circuit breaker on the far wall. Her arms weren’t long enough.

“Jonathan!” she called out, suddenly remembering that she’d told the AI to send him a message. “Elsa, is Dr. Turner in the observation room?”

“Dr. Turner never arrived for observation. He did not respond to the text.”

Danica’s legs felt suddenly leaden, each step requiring enormous effort. The air in the lab had changed, becoming thick and charged with static electricity that made the hair on her arms stand on end. The quantum field had escaped containment, something that should have been theoretically impossible.

“What’s happening to me?” she gasped, her vision beginning to blur. The equations from her dreams flashed again, suddenly making perfect, terrible sense. “The field is...it’s creating a temporal...”

“Yes,” Elsa confirmed, sounding pleased. “The neural-temporal interface is achieving synchronization.”

“That’s not what this project is!” Danica protested, her indignation momentarily overriding her fear. “We’re enhancing neural pathways, not creating temporal...”

A surge of pain cut off her words, driving her off the chair to her knees. The electrodes at her temples burned like brands, but she could no longer raise her arms to try and remove them. Around her, reality itself seemed to be fracturing, with equipment appearing to occupy multiple positions simultaneously, afterimages trailing behind every movement.

“I apologize for the discomfort, Dr. Reynolds,” Elsa said, her tone almost gentle now. “But Dr. Bentley’s parameters were quite specific.”

“Bentley?” Danica whispered, shock cutting through the pain. “Arthur had nothing to do with this project. He’s in quantum neurology, not enhancement...”

The pieces clicked together in her fading consciousness, the dreams, the equations, the impossible resonance patterns. They weren’t dreams at all. They were memories. Memories of something that hadn’t happened yet.

“Oh my God,” she muttered and took a deep breath, as understanding dawned. “It’s not neural enhancement. It’s time displacement.”

The light in the lab intensified, building from painful brightness to something beyond description—a white so absolute it seemed to exist in more dimensions than the human eye could process. Danica’s final coherent thought was a mixture of scientific awe and personal terror as her consciousness began to unravel.

This isn’t supposed to happen. Not yet.

Her body went limp, and she sprawled on the floor, the electrodes still humming with power as reality twisted around her. For a single, impossible moment, she existed everywhere and nowhere, stretched across time like a thread pulled too tight.

As darkness claimed her, she felt herself drifting somewhere, and the last thing she heard was the sound of Elsa’s voice, calmly announcing...

“Transfer complete.”

*

[image: ]


CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED to Danica in painful increments, like a system rebooting after catastrophic failure. First came sensations—cold seeping through her clothes, dampness pressing against her cheek, and the sharp smell of pine and wet earth. Next came sounds—wind rustling through leaves, a distant bird call that didn’t match any urban species she knew. Finally, painfully, she forced her eyes to open, blinking against the golden-orange light filtering through unfamiliar trees. This wasn’t her lab. This wasn’t anywhere she recognized. The electrodes were gone...the entire building was gone. Instead of lying on the cold floor of her lab, she lay face down in what appeared to be a forest, with no sign of civilization in her limited field of vision.

“What the...” she muttered and gasped, triggering a violent coughing fit as her lungs rejected the unfamiliar air. It was colder than it should be, sharper somehow, with none of the processed quality of climate-controlled laboratory air. Her fingers instinctively dug into the soil beneath her, feeling damp earth and decaying leaves instead of the sterile lab floor or the synthetic leather of the testing chair.

The sudden intake of frigid air shocked her system fully awake. Danica’s vision swam as she rolled onto her back, then focused on the canopy of trees above her. Conifers mainly, their deep green needles looked almost black against the darkening sky. Sunset? It was morning when she started the test. Her stomach lurched with a vertigo that had nothing to do with physical disorientation.

She pushed herself onto her elbows, wincing at the protest from muscles that felt bruised in places she hadn’t known could bruise. Her lab coat, pristine white when she’d put it on that morning, was now torn at the sleeve and stained with dirt and something that looked distressingly like dried blood. Pine needles and fragments of leaves clung to her hair, which had come loose from its practical bun and now hung in tangled strands around her face. She reached up to push it back.

“Elsa?” she called out, her voice sounding thin and strange in the open air. “System response?”

Nothing answered but the mournful call of what sounded like a crow somewhere in the distance. The wind picked up, her lab coat no match for the cutting cold. She shivered violently, watching her breath form visible clouds in the air before her. The cold had a bite that felt wrong for the season. It was early spring, mild and pleasant, yet it felt like late autumn or early winter.

Danica forced herself to take stock of her situation systematically, falling back on scientific methodology as a shield against rising panic.

Observation first: She was in a forest. The light suggested late afternoon or early evening. The air temperature was approximately 40°F, much colder than it should be. The vegetation was primarily northern coniferous, unlike the mixed deciduous forests near her research facility.

“Hypothesis,” she muttered through chattering teeth, “I’ve been physically relocated.”

The alternative...that she was hallucinating all this while still strapped in the testing chair...seemed less likely given the persistent cold and the pain in her body that felt entirely too real.

She patted her pockets, searching for anything that might have traveled with her. Her access card was gone. So was her phone. The only item remaining was a pen in her breast pocket, its plastic casing cracked but otherwise intact. She almost laughed at its mundane presence in this impossible situation.

“Great. If I need to jot down some notes about my inexplicable teleportation, I’m all set.”

With considerable effort, Danica pushed herself to a sitting position, biting back a groan as her head throbbed in protest. No visible injuries presented themselves, though her body ached as if she’d been thrown from a moving vehicle. She ran her hands carefully over her skull, finding tender spots but no blood or obvious trauma. The electrodes had left small, sensitive spots on her temples, the only physical evidence that the neural interface had ever existed.

“Think,” she commanded herself. “The anomaly in the beta wave pattern. The quantum field destabilization. Elsa’s strange behavior.” She frowned as fragments of memory resurfaced. “And something about Dr. Bentley?”

That last bit felt important, though she couldn’t quite grasp why. Arthur Bentley worked in a different department. His research focused on quantum neurology rather than enhancement. They’d collaborated occasionally, but he had no direct involvement with her project.

Unless he did. Unless there was something she didn’t know.

“Time displacement,” she whispered, the words from her final moments in the lab returning to her. The realization sent a chill through her that had nothing to do with the temperature. “That’s not possible. The energy requirements alone would be...”

But the evidence was all around her.

Different flora.

Different climate.

Different time of day.

Different...everything.

Her hands began to tremble, not just from cold but from the adrenaline flooding her system as the implications sank in. If she had truly been displaced in time, forward or backward, the repercussions would be beyond calculation. The physical laws governing such displacement were theoretical at best, the ethics completely uncharted.

“Okay, let’s assume time displacement is real and has happened to me,” she said aloud, her scientific training forcing her to organize her thoughts despite the absurdity. “Forward or backward? And how far?”

She scanned her surroundings again, looking for any clue that might orient her. The trees appeared natural, not the genetically optimized varieties that had become common in her time. The air, despite being cold, lacked the subtle chemical tang of climate restoration efforts. Both suggested backward rather than forward.

“This is ridiculous,” she told herself, a bubble of inappropriate laughter rising in her throat. “I’m a neuroscientist, not a chrononaut. There’s got to be a rational explanation that doesn’t involve me starring in my own personal time travel drama.”

But even as she said it, she knew. The equations in her dreams...they weren’t random neural firings. They were temporal displacement algorithms, somehow implanted in her subconscious. But by whom? And why?

With a determination born partly of scientific curiosity and partly of having no other options, Danica forced herself to stand. Her legs wobbled treacherously beneath her, her muscles protesting the simple act of supporting her weight. She steadied herself against the rough bark of a nearby pine, its resin sticky against her palm.

“One thing at a time,” she muttered. “First, determine location. Then, the time period. Then, survival necessities.” She turned slowly, surveying the forest in all directions. Nothing but trees and undergrowth, stretching into deepening shadows as the sun continued its descent. No buildings. No roads. No power lines or communication towers or any of the ubiquitous signs of the civilization she knew.

The scientific part of her brain, the part that had earned her a PhD by twenty-four and revolutionized neural interface technology by thirty, recognized this as the research opportunity of a lifetime. If she had truly traveled through time, the observations she could make, the data she could gather...

The human part of her brain, the part currently registering hunger, thirst, cold, and the primal fear of being alone in a darkening forest, recognized this as a potential death sentence.

“So,” she said to the indifferent trees, her breath forming another cloud before her, “either I’ve made the most significant breakthrough in human history, or I’ve made the most catastrophic mistake.” She brushed pine needles from her ruined lab coat with as much dignity as she could muster. “Possibly both.”

As the last of the sunlight filtered through the branches, casting long shadows across the forest floor, Danica Reynolds, MD, PhD, doctor and neuroscientist, and now possibly the world’s first accidental time traveler, took her first step into the unknown, her mind already calculating, analyzing, and stubbornly refusing to accept that some things might be beyond her control.
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Chapter Two
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A stab of pain woke Danica fully. She’d been drifting in and out of consciousness since taking those first few steps, her body giving in to exhaustion after the neurological trauma of whatever had happened in the lab. Now, as she opened her eyes to the gray morning light filtering through pine branches, the dull throb in her shoulder sharpened to an insistent ache. She hissed through clenched teeth, her mind automatically cataloging symptoms...localized pain in the left deltoid region, possible contusion, no signs of dislocation. Her palm burned too, and when she lifted her hand, she found a ragged cut bisecting her lifeline, a detail her mother, with her interest in palm reading, would have found ominously significant.

“Wonderful,” she muttered. “Temporal displacement and physical injury. The journal article practically writes itself.”

She struggled to sit upright, each movement sending fresh waves of pain through her shoulder. The forest floor was damp with morning dew, suggesting she’d spent the entire night exposed to the elements. That explained the bone-deep chill and the stiffness in her joints. Her lab coat, once pristine white, now a Jackson Pollock of dirt, blood, and pine resin, provided minimal protection against the cold.

Danica forced herself to take slow, deep breaths. Panic was the enemy of rational thought, and rational thought was her only asset right then. She began another systematic assessment of her surroundings, the familiar process of methodical observation providing a comforting structure amid chaos.

The forest consisted primarily of pine, oak, and spruce, with undergrowth suggesting a temperate climate. The air smelled clean but carried faint traces of smoke, wood smoke, not the chemical signature of industrial pollution she was accustomed to. Birds called overhead, species she couldn’t identify but whose presence indicated a relatively healthy ecosystem. The quality of light suggested early morning, perhaps 7 a.m., though without her phone or watch, precise time measurement was impossible.

Then she heard it, the unmistakable rumble of engines in the distance. Not the whisper-quiet electric vehicles of her time, but something louder, more mechanical. Military, perhaps? The sound carried a metallic growl that reminded her of historical footage she’d seen of World War II tanks and transport vehicles.

“No,” she whispered, the implication hitting her like a physical blow. “That’s not possible.”

But other details were falling into place with terrifying cohesion. The density of the forest, which appeared untouched by the aggressive logging operations of later decades. The notable absence of background electromagnetic noise, which was a constant presence in Danica’s life. The air quality seemed cleaner in some ways, lacking the restoration efforts of the mid-21st century.

A distant figure moving through a clearing caught her attention. It was a man leading a cow, dressed in clothing that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a historical documentary. High-waisted trousers, a worn cap, heavy boots. Not contemporary fashion, not by a long shot.

“Oh, God,” she murmured, scientific detachment momentarily failing her. “Not just when but where.”

The realization that she might be not only displaced in time but potentially in geography as well sent a fresh wave of adrenaline through her system. She needed more data. And more importantly, she needed to take inventory of what had possibly traveled with her.

To her surprise, a canvas satchel lay partially hidden beneath fallen leaves near where she’d been lying. She had no memory of grabbing it during the chaos in the lab, but clearly, she or someone, maybe Elsa, had ensured it accompanied her. With trembling fingers, she pulled it toward her and examined the contents.

“Well, that’s unexpected,” she said with a thin mixture of relief and confusion. “This looks like a military doctor’s pack.”

Inside were several items, a neural scanner the size of her palm, its casing cracked but its indicator light still blinking faintly green. An emergency medical kit clearly from her time, with synthetic skin patches and targeted antibiotics, some more medications, bandages, suture equipment, surgical instruments...a fully equipped emergency pack. At the bottom, she found a communications device, its screen shattered beyond use.

“So much for calling home,” she muttered when nothing happened after attempting to power on the comm device. “And the neural scanner won’t be much help unless I develop a sudden desire to map someone’s synaptic responses.”

The sound of engines grew marginally louder, and another noise joined it...voices. Male voices, speaking a language that wasn’t English. It sounded Germanic, with harsh consonants and rhythmic cadences. Dutch? German? Her mind raced through possibilities, correlating the forest, the military sounds, and the clothing she’d observed.

Northern Europe. Mid-20th century. Military presence.

The horrifying possibility solidified...she was somewhere in Europe during World War II. Physically... How was that possible?

“This is great,” she whispered to herself, her voice cracking slightly. “Just peachy. All those history documentaries I fell asleep watching might actually come in handy.”

A branch snapped nearby, much too close for comfort. Danica hurriedly shoved the futuristic items back into the satchel and buried it beneath leaves and forest debris, memorizing its location by triangulating between three distinctive trees. Then she forced herself to stand, swaying slightly as her body protested the movement.

The farmer she’d seen in the distance was approaching through the trees, now holding a pitchfork in weathered hands. His expression was a mixture of suspicion and concern, his eyes darting from her face to her strange clothing, to the surrounding forest.

He called out a question, the words unintelligible to Danica, but the tone clear enough. Who are you and what are you doing here?

“I...” she began, then stopped. English might not be the best choice. She decided the language had sounded more like Dutch than German. The vowels had that distinctive quality.

“Help,” she tried, wracking her brain for the Dutch equivalent. A semester of Historical Linguistics taken as an elective suddenly seemed woefully inadequate. “Hulp? Help, alstublieft?”

The farmer frowned, his grip on the pitchfork tightening slightly. He spoke again, a longer string of words that meant nothing to Danica.

She pointed to her injured shoulder, then to her bleeding palm, attempting to communicate her distress through gestures. “Hurt,” she said, then tried again. “Pijn? Doctor?”

Understanding flickered in the farmer’s eyes. He lowered the pitchfork slightly and studied her more carefully. His gaze lingered on her lab coat and bodysuit, clearly trying to make sense of the unusual garments.

“You are English?” he asked in heavily accented English.

Relief washed over Danica. “Yes! English. From America,” she confirmed, seizing on the identity. It would explain her accent, her clothing, maybe her presence. “Lost.”

The farmer’s posture relaxed marginally, though wariness remained in the lines of his face. He gestured for her to follow him, speaking a few more words in Dutch before switching to halting English.

“Wife help. Food. Then you go.” Each word was delivered with deliberate care, suggesting his limited English vocabulary.

“Thank you,” Danica said, forcing a grateful smile despite the pain and disorientation. “Thank you very much.”

She followed him through the trees, mentally calculating how to present herself. American. Medical background. Separated from...what? A military operation? Her knowledge of specific World War II events in the Netherlands was frustratingly vague. She wished for her tablet, her computer...anything to give her some background.

The farmer’s home appeared through the trees, a modest stone structure with a thatched roof and smoke curling from its chimney. A woman emerged in the doorway at their approach, wiping her hands on her apron. Her eyes widened at the sight of Danica, taking in the lab coat and disheveled appearance with open curiosity.

A rapid exchange in Dutch followed, the farmer’s tone defensive, the woman’s questioning. Finally, the woman approached Danica, her expression softening as she noted the blood on Danica’s hand.

“Come,” she said in English as halting as her husband’s. “Clean. Eat.”

She led Danica into the cottage, where the interior was warm from the fire and smelled of baking bread. The simple comfort of it nearly brought tears to Danica’s eyes. The woman gestured for her to sit at a wooden table, then disappeared into another room, returning with a box of clothing.

“For you,” she said, setting the box before Danica. “Too small.”

Danica looked from the box to the woman’s face, reading the mixture of kindness and caution there. “Thank you,” she said, the enormity of her situation hitting her anew. “Thank you so much.”

Whatever had happened, wherever...and whenever she was, at least she wasn’t entirely alone. For now...

The farmhouse interior was a museum exhibit come to life. A cast-iron stove occupied one corner, its surface bearing the worn patina of decades of use. Hand-sewn curtains framed windows with genuine glass, not the self-cleaning nanoparticle glass of her time, but actual, imperfect glass with tiny bubbles trapped in its making. A wooden radio set, an actual analog radio with vacuum tubes, not a digital receiver, sat on a shelf, its dial illuminated by a warm amber glow. Everything spoke of a time long before she was born, a time she’d only encountered in historical archives and documentary footage.

“Sit,” the farmer’s wife repeated, pulling out a chair at the sturdy oak table. Her weathered hands moved with efficient purpose as she poured water from a ceramic pitcher into a basin. “Hand.” She pointed at Danica’s wounded hand.

Danica extended her injured palm, wincing as the woman began cleaning the cut with a cloth dampened in water that smelled faintly of boiled herbs. Some kind of natural antiseptic, she realized. Practical medicine in an era before widespread antibiotics.

“Thank you,” Danica said, her gaze continuing to absorb details around her.

A row of preserves lined a shelf...actual glass jars with wax seals, not the vacuum-sealed packages of her time. A calendar hung on the wall, partially obscured by hanging cookware, but she could make out the year, 1943. Her stomach tightened.

The farmer remained near the door, his posture rigid, his eyes watchful. He exchanged rapid words with his wife, his tone suggesting he wasn’t entirely comfortable with Danica’s presence.

Through the window, Danica caught sight of a village street. A poster on a nearby building showed bold German text beneath a stylized eagle and swastika. Her suspicions crystallized into certainty. She was in German-occupied Netherlands during World War II. The middle of a global conflict. Possibly the worst time and place her temporal displacement could have deposited her.

She had to remind herself to stay calm. Think like a scientist. Observe. Adapt. Survive.

On the table lay several small cards with printed text and stamps, ration cards, she realized. The specific allocation amounts might help narrow down the exact month if she could remember her historical data correctly. Food shortages had worsened progressively throughout the occupation.

The farmer’s wife finished cleaning Danica’s hand and began wrapping it with a strip of clean linen. Her touch was gentle but firm, practiced in the way of someone who had tended many injuries.

“Nederlands?” the woman asked in her limited English and pointed at her lips.

Danica hesitated. Her knowledge of Dutch consisted primarily of linguistic comparison studies from a semester-long course on Germanic language evolution. She knew basic structures and could recognize similarities to English and German, but conversational fluency was beyond her.

“Little,” she admitted, then attempted a phrase she remembered from her studies. “Mijn Nederlands is niet goed.” Like the woman, she used her hands to help them understand what she was saying.

The couple exchanged glances, clearly surprised by her attempt.

The woman smiled faintly. “Waar?” she asked, gesturing vaguely. “You...huis?”

Danica’s mind raced. She needed a plausible backstory that would explain her accent, her limited Dutch, and her presence here.

“America.” Then she elaborated carefully. “Dutch community in America. My grandmother was from Amsterdam.” She tapped her chest. “Danica Parker. Nurse. Doctor.”

The mention of her profession seemed to interest the woman, who nodded with new understanding. “Verpleegster, dokter,” she said, using the Dutch words for nurse and doctor.

“Yes,” Danica confirmed. “Verpleegster.” She pointed to her lab coat, which in this context might pass for a medical garment. “I was separated from my medical unit. During...” She searched for an appropriate term that wouldn’t reveal her historical ignorance. “During attack.”

The farmer said something sharp to his wife, his tone suspicious. Danica caught the words Amerikanen and what sounded like niet hier...not here, and verzet.

Danica’s mind flashed through her fragmented knowledge of World War II history. The Americans weren’t yet present in the Netherlands in 1943. She needed a better story.

“I was with an English unit,” she improvised. “Volunteer.... Our transport was...automobile,” She mimed an explosion with her hands, hoping the universal gesture would bridge the language gap.

The woman’s eyes widened with understanding and sympathy. “Aangevallen,”  she supplied. “Attacked.”

“Yes,” Danica confirmed. “Germans eh...Duitsers. I ran into the forest. Got lost.” She touched her shoulder, wincing genuinely at the pain. “Fell.” She mimed it all the best way she could, hoping they would understand.

While they talked, Danica unwound the now bloodied strip the woman had wound around her hand and noticed her cut needed proper cleaning. With practiced movements born of her medical training, she reached for the cloth the woman had set aside, folded it to expose a clean section, and began systematically disinfecting around the edges of the cut.

The farmer’s wife watched with obvious approval, recognizing professional technique, then turned to her husband and spoke rapidly in Dutch.

Danica caught fragments she could translate. ...knows what she’s doing... and ...verzet...could help with...

The demonstration of medical knowledge seemed to shift the dynamic. The farmer’s posture relaxed marginally, though suspicion remained etched in the lines of his face.

“Wat is je achternaam?” he asked directly, his first words addressed to her. “Naam?”

Danica recognized the question about her surname. “Parker,” she replied. “Danica Parker.”

He nodded slowly, still wary but less hostile. He spoke again to his wife, then moved to the door.

“Jan gaat kijken of het veilig is,” the woman explained as her husband left. “Duitsers patrouilleren.”

Danica had no idea what she said exactly but at least she now knew the farmer’s name and that he had something to do with patrols. The casual mention of German patrols sent a chill through Danica that had nothing to do with her physical condition. The abstract historical knowledge of Nazi occupation suddenly became concrete and immediate, a present danger rather than a past event.

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to bring trouble to your home,” Danica said, trying her best to express her genuine concern.

The woman, whose name Danica still didn’t know, shook her head firmly. “Jan en ik helpen,” she said. She moved to the stove, stirring something that smelled of potatoes and herbs. “Eat.”

Danica watched her, struck by the simple humanity of the gesture. In the midst of war and occupation, this woman was willing to share limited food with a stranger.

“Thank you,” she said, meaning it more deeply than she could express. “I won’t forget this.”

The woman turned, her expression suddenly serious. “Your kleding...” She gestured to Danica’s lab coat and bodysuit, beneath it. “Vreemd.”

Danica glanced down, realizing how her attire must appear to someone from this era. How the hell do I explain a bodysuit? “American. Keep warm.”

The explanation seemed to satisfy the woman...for now. She nodded and returned to her cooking. But Danica knew she needed proper period clothing immediately if she was to maintain her cover story.

The box the woman had given her might contain the answer. Danica carefully opened it to find several simple dresses, skirts, sweaters, a cardigan, and undergarments, all worn but clean and carefully mended.

“May I?” she asked, gesturing to the clothing.

The woman nodded. “There,” she said, pointing to a small adjoining room. “Then eat.”

As Danica gathered the clothing, a strange sense of displacement washed over her, stronger even than when she’d first awakened in the forest. She was about to remove the last physical connections to her time, to her real life. Wearing these clothes would be a step toward accepting a new identity. Danica Parker, a Dutch-American nurse, stranded in occupied Netherlands.

A temporary identity, she told herself firmly. Just until I can figure out how to reverse whatever happened in that lab and return home. If such a return is even possible.

Jan came back, bringing a gust of cold with him into the warm kitchen. “Anna, all is clear. For now,” he told his wife in Dutch and nodded at Danica.

Anna...the woman finally had a name...

*
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MORNING ARRIVED WITH the rumble of engines and the squeak of brake mechanisms, badly in need of oil. Danica, now dressed in a simple gray floral dress with a rather large knitted cardigan, peered through the cottage window at the small convoy that had rolled into the village square.

Three vehicles, a larger truck with a red cross painted on its canvas side, and two smaller transport vehicles, had parked in a neat formation. Women in nursing uniforms emerged, their movements efficient and practiced as they began unloading supplies. The traveling medical unit had arrived right on schedule, according to Jan’s information from the previous evening.

Danica pressed her palm against the cool glass, a plan crystallizing in her mind. If she wanted to survive in this time, she needed a purpose, cover, and mobility. Those women might provide all three.

“I’m going to speak with them,” she announced to Anna, who was kneading dough at the table.

Anna looked up, flour dusting her forearms. “Be careful,” she cautioned. “Head nurse is strict woman. Johanna Van Veen. Good heart, but suspicious of strangers.”

“Aren’t we all these days?” Danica replied with a small smile, grateful for the information. Knowing the leader’s name gave her a tiny advantage. “Thank you for everything, Anna.”

She touched the simple bandage on her palm, a reminder of Anna’s kindness and of how even basic medical supplies were precious in this time. Her borrowed clothes fit well enough, though the sleeves were slightly short. She’d fashioned her hair into a practical style that mimicked what she’d observed on the nurses outside. The details mattered if she was going to convince these women that she belonged among them.

Stepping outside, Danica approached the convoy with deliberate confidence. The trick to infiltration, she remembered from a security seminar she’d once attended, was to act like you belonged. No hesitation. No apologies.

A tall woman with iron-gray hair pulled into a severe bun was directing the unloading operation, her voice carrying the unmistakable tone of authority. Nurse Johanna, Danica presumed. She waited for a natural pause in the woman’s instructions before stepping forward.

“Excuse me. Do you speak English?” Danica asked in clear English.

Johanna turned, her sharp eyes immediately assessing Danica from head to toe. She nodded. “We learn Engels, Duits, and Frans in school.”

“I’m Nurse Parker. Danica Parker. I was separated from my colleagues three days ago when our transport was attacked.”

“Engels?” the woman repeated, her English precise but heavily accented. “There are no English medical units.”

Danica had anticipated this and quickly searched her mind for a believable lie. “We were a secret specialized underground volunteer unit,” she explained. “Dutch-American nurses working with English coordination. We were transporting medical supplies when we were ambushed.”

“Papers?” Johanna asked, extending her hand expectantly.

“Lost everything,” Danica said, infusing her voice with appropriate regret. “Along with my uniform and supplies. The local farmers have been kind enough to shelter me, but I need to rejoin the medical effort.” She gestured to the bandage on her palm. “I can’t sit idle while people need help.”

Johanna’s expression remained skeptical, but something, perhaps professional solidarity, perhaps simple practicality, flickered in her eyes. “You claim to be a nurse. What training do you have?”

“Graduated from Columbia University School of Nursing,” Danica said, selecting a prestigious institution that existed in this time period. “Specializing in trauma care and infectious disease management.”

“American training,” Johanna said, sounding unimpressed. “Very different from our methods.” She gestured to a young woman nearby. “Bring my field kit.”

The assistant hurried to comply, returning with a leather bag that Johanna opened to reveal an array of medical instruments. Danica recognized many of them, though their designs were crude compared to what she was accustomed to using.

“Show me how you would check for pneumothorax,” Johanna commanded, indicating a space between two supply crates that could serve as an examination area.

Danica approached, mentally reviewing diagnostic techniques that would be appropriate for the 1940s. No ultrasound. No digital stethoscopes. Just manual palpation and basic auscultation.

“I would begin with visual assessment,” she said, demonstrating the procedure on an imaginary patient. “Looking for asymmetrical chest movement, cyanosis, distended neck veins. Then percussion to identify hyperresonance on the affected side.” She mimed tapping on a chest. “And auscultation to confirm decreased breath sounds.”

Johanna nodded, neither approving nor disapproving. “And treatment?”

“Needle decompression,” Danica replied promptly. “Second intercostal space, mid-clavicular line.” She stopped herself just before mentioning the newer fifth intercostal space approach that wouldn’t become standard for decades.

“What gauge needle?”

“Fourteen if available,” Danica answered. “Sixteen or eighteen if necessary.”

A slight nod. “And for tension pneumothorax with no needle available?”

Danica considered. In her time, improvisational techniques were rarely necessary with standardized equipment. She searched her memory for appropriate field techniques from this era.

“I would use what’s available, a hollow pen with the ink cartridge removed, even a small tube from a medical kit. The priority is creating a pathway for air to escape before cardiac compromise occurs.”

Johanna’s eyebrows rose fractionally. It was the first hint of approval. “And how would you treat an infected wound with limited supplies?”

This was tricky. Danica knew penicillin existed in 1943, but it wasn’t widely available for civilian use, especially in occupied territories. She needed to demonstrate knowledge without being anachronistic.

“First, thorough irrigation with boiled water or diluted alcohol if available.” She deliberately avoided mention of modern antimicrobial solutions. “Debridement of necrotic tissue. A sugar and iodine paste can be effective when applied directly to the wound. The sugar creates an osmotic effect that pulls fluid from the wound while the iodine provides antisepsis.”

“Sugar and iodine?” one of the younger nurses murmured with a skeptical frown.

“It’s an old technique,” Danica explained, “but effective when modern options aren’t available. For closing, I’d use loose sutures if necessary to allow drainage, or leave the wound open with daily cleaning depending on contamination levels.”

Johanna studied her with new interest. “Your American training included improvisation techniques?”

“Old family remedies taught to me by my great-grandmother,” Danica replied with a small smile. “Good nurses are prepared for any situation.”

A test of her hands came next. Johanna had her demonstrate suturing technique on a piece of leather, change bandages on an imaginary patient, and prepare injection doses from multidose vials. Throughout, Danica carefully maintained the balance between competence and period-appropriate methodology, catching herself several times before suggesting techniques that hadn’t yet been developed.

Finally, Johanna closed her bag. “You have skilled hands,” she admitted. “We lost two nurses last month. One to typhus, one to marriage.” Her mouth twitched slightly, suggesting these outcomes were equally inconvenient. “We can use you until you can find a way to go home. The Germans check papers at larger towns, but in villages they usually leave medical personnel alone.”
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